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“Until recently, there have been two groups of people: those who argue sex differences 
are innate and should be embraced and those who insist that they are learned and 
should be eliminated by changing the environment. Sax is one of the few in the 
middle—convinced that boys and girls are innately different and that we must change 
the environment so differences don’t become limitations.” 

—Time 

“Convincing . . . Psychologist and family physician Leonard Sax, using twenty years of 
published research, offers a guide to the growing mountain of evidence that girls and 
boys really are different . . . This extremely readable book also includes shrewd advice 
on discipline, and on helping youngsters avoid drugs and early sexual activity. Sax’s 
findings, insights, and provocative point-of-view should be of interest and help to 
many parents.” 

—New York Post 

“Using studies as well as anecdotes from his practice and visits to classrooms, [Sax] 
offers advice on such topics as preventing drug abuse and motivating students . . . The 
book is thought-provoking, and Sax explains well the science behind his assertions . . . 
[Why Gender Matters ] is a worthy read for those who care about how best to prepare 
children for the challenges they face on the path to adulthood.” 

—Scientific American 

“ Why Gender Matters is an instructive handbook for parents and teachers ... to create 
ways to cope with the differences between boys and girls.” 

—Boston Globe 

“Why Gender Matters pulls together wide-ranging findings on everything from how 
girls respond to stress, to how antidrug ads actually encourage teenage boys to use 
drugs, and how all of these differences are hardwired from birth.” 

— The National Post (Canada) 

“A potent new book . . . [Dr. Sax] cites a cascade of research that shows the many 
ways boys and girls differ, from how their brains develop to how they handle stress.” 
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—Margaret Wente, The Globe and Mail (Canada) 

“[Sax] challenges parents and teachers to acknowledge the latest evidence of lifelong 
gender differences or risk their children’s educational success and emotional health.” 

— Joanne Good, Calgary Herald 

“Sax presents a reader-friendly, persuasive argument, challenging many basic 
assumptions by interspersing hard data with numerous case studies.” 

—Mary Ward Menke, January Magazine 

“Fascinating . . . This book takes an ‘outside the box’ position on gender. 
Paradoxically, Sax says, gender-neutral education favors the learning style of one sex or 
the other, and so only drives men and women into the usual stereotyped fields. The 
best way to raise your son to be a man who is caring and nurturing, says Sax, is to first 
of all let him be a boy. The best way to produce a female mathemadcian is to first of 
all let her be a girl ... I think Sax is on to something. Mature men and women do 
draw on qualities that stereotypically belong to the opposite sex. But the easiest way to 
get them to that point is to first make them confident about being a man or a woman 
. . . Sax adds that children are less happy and confident nowadays because no one is 
teaching them how to be men and women. This is a powerful, even obvious insight, 
once you dare think it.” 

—Stanley Kurtz, National Review Online 

“As the principal of an elementary school, I am constantly on the lookout for 
outstanding articles and books about gender-specific learning differences. Why Gender 
Matters is the best I’ve read.” 

—John Webster, Head of School, San Antonio Academy 

“ Why Gender Matters is an outstanding work of scholarship. I am going to make it our 
‘faculty read’ this summer.” 

—Paul Krieger, Headmaster, Christ School (North Carolina) 

“Extremely interesting . . . Challenged many of my basic assumptions and helped me 
to think about gender in a new way.” 

—Joan Ogilvy Holden, Head of School, 

St. Stephen’s and St. Agnes School, Alexandria, Virginia 

“Why Gender Matters is a fabulous resource for teachers and parents. Dr. Sax combines 
his extensive knowledge of the research on gender issues with practical advice in 
cogent, highly readable prose. I am eager to have my colleagues at school read this 
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book and discuss it!” 


—Martha Cutts, Head of School, 

Agnes Irwin School, Rosemont, Pennsylvania 

“In this reader-friendly book, Dr. Sax combines his comprehensive knowledge of the 
scientific literature with numerous interesting case studies to argue for his thesis that 
single-sex education is advantageous.” 

—Sandra Witelson, Ph. D., Albert Einstein Chair 
in Neuroscience, McMaster University 

“I simply will never be able to express how eye-opening this book has been for me. 
Yes, me—even though I thought I was a boy-raising specialist. After all, I have 
produced four healthy, smart athletes. I must know what I’m doing. But many of my 
boy-raising days I thought I was going mad. I’d come home from some sports event 
trembling because of the way the coach yelled at my kid. I’d ask my husband and 
whichever son it happened to be that day how they could stand being yelled at like 
that. Almost every time husband and son would look at me and not have any 
recollection of being yelled at during the game. Now I understand!” 

—Janet Phillips, mother, Potomac, Maryland 

“As the father of a four-year-old daughter and now new twin boys, this particular 
book looked intriguing. Well, I couldn’t put it down. Not only is it well written, with 
engaging anecdotes, but it presents the latest scientific findings in gender research 
(with lots of footnotes so you can read the studies yourself if you are so inclined) and 
relates [them] to the job of parenting. It helps that the author is a family doctor who 
has seen his share of dysfunctional situations that in hindsight might easily have been 
prevented with a little knowledge. The book is more than just informative about 
gender differences in children—he relates this information to such parenting topics as 
disciplining your child, gender specific education strategies, dealing with problem 
children, kids and drugs (both the legal and nonlegal kind), and teenage sex.” 

—Phillip Trubey, father, Rancho Santa Fe, California 

“As a high school administrator, I am leading a book study on Why Gender Matters 
with my faculty this fall. As an aunt to a newborn, this was the shower gift to my 
sister. As a mother of two boys and one girl, I hung on every word. There is simply no 
category of individuals who are in contact with children of any age who should not 
read this book. I cannot recommend it strongly enough.” 

—Leone Langseth, Deer Park, Texas 
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1 


DIFFERENCES 

Were entering a new period in science, in which the rewards will come less from the 
breakthrough investigations of individual scientists than from fitting together the pieces of 
research to see what it all means . . . Social and biological insights are leaping together, part 
of a large and complex jigsaw puzzle to which the contributions of many sciences are 
essential. 

—Shelley Taylor, professor of psychology, UCLA, 2002 1 

Matthew turned five years old the summer before kindergarten started. He was 
looking forward to it. From what he had heard, kindergarten sounded like just one 
long play date with friends. He could hardly wait. So his mother, Cindy, was surprised 
when, in October, Matthew started refusing to go to school, refusing even to get 
dressed in the morning. More than once, Cindy had to dress him, carry him writhing 
and thrashing into the car, and then drag him from the car into the school. She 
decided to investigate. She sat in on his kindergarten class. She spoke with the teacher. 
Everything seemed fine. The teacher— gentle, soft-spoken, and well-educated— 
reassured Mom that there was no cause for alarm. But Cindy remained concerned, 
and rightly so, because major problems were just around the corner. 

Caitlyn was a shy child and just the slightest bit overweight all through elementary 
school. In middle school, she underwent a metamorphosis from chubby wallflower to 
outgoing socialite. She lost weight so quickly that her mother, Jill, worried she might 
be anorexic. For the next four years, though, everything seemed great—in a frantic 
and crazy sort of way. Caitlyn was juggling a heavy academic load, had lots of friends, 
and maintained a full schedule of after-school activities, staying up until midnight or 
later doing homework. But she seemed happy enough: often frenzied and frazzled, 
sure, but still happy. Or at least that’s what everybody thought until the phone rang at 
3 A.M. that awful, unforgettable November night. A nurse told Jill that Caitlyn was in 
the emergency room, unconscious, having tried to commit suicide with an overdose of 
Vicodin and Xanax. 

These true stories 2 share a grim common element: each kid started out okay, then 
took a turn in the wrong direction. There is another element in common as well. In 
both cases the problem arose because the parents did not understand some basic 
differences between girls and boys. In each case, trouble might have been averted if the 
parents had known enough about gender differences to recognize what was really 
happening in their child’s life. In each case, the parents could have taken specific 
action that might have prevented or solved the problem. 
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We will come back to both of these kids later in this book. Right now it may not be 
obvious to you how each of these stories illustrates a failure to understand sex 
differences in child development. That’s okay. Later on, we’ll hear more about 
Matthew and Caitlyn. Armed with some basic knowledge about hardwired gender 
differences, you’ll be able to recognize where the parents made the wrong decision or 
failed to act, and you’ll see how the story might have ended differently. 


The Dubious Virtue of Gender-Neutral Child-Rearing 

I enrolled in the Ph.D. program in psychology at the University of Pennsylvania in 
September 1980. Governor Ronald Reagan was challenging President Jimmy Carter 
for the Presidency. The original Apple computer had recently come on the market. 
“My typewriter is working fine,” was the answer the department secretary gave me 
when I asked her whether she would be getting a word processor anytime soon. 
Nobody I knew had ever heard of Bill Gates, e-mail, or the Internet. The invention of 
the World Wide Web still lay ten years in the future. 

Among the courses I took that fall was a graduate seminar in developmental 
psychology. “Why do girls and boys behave differently?” my professor, Justin 
Aronfreed, asked rhetorically. “Because we expect them to. Imagine a world in which 
we raised girls to play with tanks and trucks, in which we encouraged boys to play 
with dolls. Imagine a world in which we played rough-and-tumble games with girls 
while we cuddled and hugged the boys. In such a world, many of the differences we 
see in how girls and boys behave—maybe even all the differences—would vanish.” 

In another seminar my fellow graduate students and I learned about the 
extraordinary work of Professor John Money at Johns Hopkins. Professor Money had 
been consulted by the parents of an unfortunate little boy whose penis had literally 
been sizzled off during a botched circumcision. At Dr. Money’s recommendation, the 
boy had been raised as a girl, with excellent results (according to Dr. Money). The 
child loved to play dress-up, enjoyed helping Mom in the kitchen, and disdained “boy 
toys” such as guns or trucks. “Dr. Money’s work provides further evidence that most 
of the differences we observe between girls and boys are socially constructed,” 
professor Henry Gleitman told us. “We reward children who follow the sex roles we 
create for them while we penalize or at least fail to reward children who don’t 
conform. Parents create and reinforce the differences we observe between girls and 
boys.” 

We nodded sagely. In clinical rotations we often encountered parents who still 
clung to the quaint notion that girls and boys were different from birth. But we knew 
better. 

Or so we thought. 


12 



When I left Philadelphia to begin my residency in family pracdce, I threw out most 
of the papers I had accumulated during my six years at the University of Pennsylvania. 
Stacks of photocopied scientific papers had to go out in the trash. But there was one 
manila folder I didn’t throw out, a folder containing a series of studies done by 
Professor John Corso at Penn State during the 1950s and 1960s, demonstrating that 
females hear better than males. 3 

Four years later, after I finished my residency, my wife and I established a family 
practice in Montgomery County, Maryland, just outside of Washington, D.C. Years 
passed. I wasn’t thinking much about gender differences. Then in the mid-1990s, I 
began to notice a parade of second- and third-grade boys marching into my office, 
their parents clutching a note from the school. The notes read: “We’re concerned that 
Justin [or Juan or Michael or Tyrone] may have attention deficit disorder. Please 
evaluate.” 

In some of these cases I found that what these boys needed wasn’t drugs for ADD, 
but rather a teacher who understood the hardwired differences in how girls and boys 
learn. Upon further inquiry, I found that nobody at the school was aware of gender 
differences in the ability to hear. I reread Professor Corso’s papers, which documented 
that boys don’t hear as well as girls. In the next chapter we’ll look more closely at 
evidence for gender differences in hearing. 

Think about the typical second-grade classroom. Imagine Justin, six years old, 
sitting at the back of the class. The teacher, a woman, is speaking in a tone of voice 
that seems about right to her. Justin barely hears her. Instead, he’s staring out the 
window, or watching a fly crawl across the ceiling. The teacher notices that Justin isn’t 
paying attention. Justin is demonstrating a deficit of attention. The teacher may 
reasonably wonder whether Justin perhaps has attention deficit disorder. 

The teacher is absolutely right about Justin showing a deficit of attention. But his 
attention deficit isn’t due to “attention deficit disorder,” it’s due to the fact that Justin 
can barely hear the soft-spoken teacher. The teacher is talking in a tone of voice that is 
comfortable to her and to the girls in the class, but some of the boys are practically 
falling asleep. In some cases we might be able to fix the problem simply by putting the 
boy in the front row. 

Once, after I had done such an evaluation and made my recommendations, the 
parents told me that the school had advised them to seek a second opinion. “It’s not 
that we don’t trust you, Dr. Sax,” Mom said. “It’s just that the school really thinks we 
should get an opinion from an expert.” 

I soon learned that the only doctors that this particular school considered to be 
“experts” were doctors who always prescribed medication. Curious to know whether 
my experience was unique, I obtained funding from the American Academy of Family 
Physicians to survey all the doctors in the Washington area. Our survey basically asked 
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one simple question: Who first suggests the diagnosis of ADD? The results: in the 
majority of cases the diagnosis of ADD is made by the teacher. Not by the parents, 
nor the neighbors, nor the doctor. 4 

There would be nothing wrong with teachers diagnosing their students as long as 
they had the training—and the resources, and adequate time —to distinguish the boy 
with ADD from the boy who just doesn’t hear as well as most girls do. But after 
talking to dozens of teachers in our county, I didn’t find one who was aware of the 
studies showing that girls hear better than boys. 

“You should write a book, Dr. Sax,” one of these parents told me. “Write a book so 
that teachers know about the differences in how girls and boys hear.” 

I allowed myself a patronizing smile. “I’m sure that there must already be dozens of 
such books for teachers, and for parents,” I said. 

“There aren’t,” she said. 

“I’ll find some for you,” I said. 

That conversation took place about seven years ago. Since then I’ve read lots of 
popular books about differences between girls and boys. And guess what. That mom 
was right. 

Not only do most of the books currently in print about girls and boys fail to state 
the basic facts about innate differences between the sexes, many of them promote a 
bizarre form of political correctness, suggesting that it is somehow chauvinistic even to 
hint that any innate differences exist between female and male. A tenured professor at 
Brown University recently published a book in which she claims that the division of 
the human race into two sexes, female and male, is an artificial invention of our 
culture. “Nature really offers us more than two sexes,” she claims, adding, “Our 
current notions of masculinity and femininity are cultural conceits.” The decision to 
“label” a child as a girl or a boy is “a social decision,” according to this expert. We 
should not label any child as being either a girl or a boy, this professor proclaimed. 
“There is no either/or. Rather, there are shades of difference.” 5 This book received 
courteous mention in the New York Times and the Washington Post. America’s most 
prestigious medical journal, the New England Journal of Medicine, praised the author 
for her “careful and insightful” approach to gender. 6 

I soon assembled a small library of best-selling books that counsel parents that the 
best child-rearing is gender-neutral child-rearing. These books tell parents that true 
virtue is to be found in training your child to play with toys traditionally associated 
with the opposite sex. You should buy dolls for your son, to teach him how to 
nurture. 7 You should buy an Erector set for your daughter. The underlying 
assumptions—that giving dolls to boys will cause boys to become more nurturing, or 
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that giving girls Erector sets will improve girls’ spatial relations skills— are never 
questioned. In fact, no scientific evidence exists to support the claim that gender- 
neutral child-rearing has any measurable benefit, regardless of which parameter you 

o 

measure. 

On the same bookshelf you can find books that do affirm the existence of innate 
differences in how girls and boys learn. But what books! Books with titles like The 
Wonder of Boys and Girls Will Be Girls promote antiquated and inaccurate gender 
stereotypes. “Girls are more emotional than boys.” “Boys have a brain-based advantage 
when it comes to learning math.” As we’ll see, those familiar notions turn out to be 
false. 

On one hand, you have books claiming that there are no innate differences between 
girls and boys, and that anybody who thinks otherwise is a reactionary stuck in the 
1950s. On the other, you have books affirming innate differences between girls and 
boys—but these authors interpret these differences in a manner which reinforces 
gender stereotypes. 

These books have only one thing in common. They are based less on fact, and more 
on their authors’ personal beliefs or political agenda—either to deny innate sex 
differences, or to use sex differences in child development as a justification for 
maintaining traditional sex roles. 

After waiting a few years for somebody else to write a book about girls and boys 
based on actual scientific research, I finally decided to write one myself. But I made 
myself a promise. Every time I make any statement about how girls and boys are 
different, I will also state the evidence on which my statement is based. Every 
statement I make about sex differences will be supported by good science published in 
peer-reviewed journals. 

There is more at stake here than the old question of nature versus nurture. The 
failure to recognize and respect sex differences in child development has done 
substantial harm over the past thirty years—such will be my claim throughout this 
book. Children today face challenges that are substantially different from those you 
faced as a child or teenager, fifteen or twenty or thirty or forty years ago. Look at the 
statistics on drugs and alcohol, for starters. Teenage girls today are four times more 
likely to drink than their mothers were. They’re fifteen times more likely to use drugs 
than their mothers were. 9 Traditionally, alcohol abuse has been more of a problem for 
teenage boys than for teenage girls. Not anymore. In a report published in 2004, the 
National Research Council reported that young teenage girls are now more likely than 
boys to be drinking alcohol regularly—not because boys are drinking less, but because 
girls are drinking more. 10 

If girls have closed the gender gap with regard to alcohol abuse, boys are still more 


15 



likely to be getting into trouble with drugs. According to FBI statistics, the number of 
boys under eighteen arrested for drug abuse offenses has increased by more than 50 
percent in the past ten years; boys under eighteen are still five times more likely to be 
arrested for drug abuse violations than are girls under eighteen. 11 In chapter 7, I’ll 
explore how the cultural and professional neglect of sex differences has compounded 
the drug problem. 

But school, not drugs, is the “new” problem for boys. While today’s girl is more 
likely to have problems with drugs and alcohol than her mother was, today’s boy is 
much more likely to be struggling in school than his father was. Boys today are 
increasingly alienated from school. Recent investigations have shown a dramatic drop 
over the past twenty years in boys’ academic performance in American schools. 12 
According to the United States Department of Education, the average eleventh-grade 
American boy now writes at the same level as the average eighth-grade girl. 13 Similar 
gender gaps have been documented in the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, 
and Canada. 14 And the percentage of boys going on to college, and graduating from 
college, is falling. The U.S. Department of Education now projects that in the year 
2011, there will be 140 women graduating from college for every 100 men—very 
nearly a 60/40 female-to-male ratio. 15 

The future may already have arrived. Several major U.S. colleges and universities, 
such as New York University and the University of North Carolina, already report 
that their student body is more than 60 percent female. 16 I’m all in favor of women’s 
colleges, but you have to ask the question: Why are nominally coed schools looking 
more and more like allwomen’s colleges? The proportion of boys going on to college is 
dropping steadily, as is the proportion of young men who are sticking around long 
enough to graduate. The high school dropout rate in the United States is now close to 
30 percent, and the great majority of dropouts are boys. 17 More and more boys, 
discouraged by years of failure in elementary school, middle school, and high school, 
are asking: “Why should I stick around for any more of this?” Later in the book we’ll 
hear from teachers who know how to use gender differences to kindle real enthusiasm 
for learning in both girls and boys. 

Still, many educators and policymakers stubbornly cling to the dogma of “social 
constructionism,” the belief that differences between girls and boys derive exclusively 
from social expectations with no input from biology. Stuck in a mentality that refuses 
to recognize innate, biologically programmed differences between girls and boys, many 
administrators and teachers don’t fully appreciate that girls and boys enter the 
classroom with different needs, different abilities, and different goals. 

In 2001, Republican Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison joined with Democratic 
Senator Hillary Clinton to craft new legislation legalizing single-sex education in 
American public schools. Their statute passed the Senate by a unanimous vote and is 
now law. Since the passage of their amendment, the number of public schools in the 
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United States offering single-sex educational options has more than tripled. 18 Single¬ 
sex education is enjoying surging popularity in Australia, New Zealand, the United 
Kingdom, and Ireland. 19 At various points throughout the book we will consider the 
pros and cons of single-sex schools and single-sex activities, such as the Girl Scouts. I 
will suggest that for at least some children in some circumstances, single-sex activities 
offer unique opportunities and may even serve to “inoculate” girls and boys against 
some of the societal ailments that now threaten children and teenagers. 

For the past three years I’ve been invited to schools around the United States and 
Canada to speak to teachers about differences in how girls and boys learn. I’ve been 
struck by the similarities between good teachers and good parents. They both stay up 
late at night agonizing how best to help a child. They both may shed tears when they 
tell me how they’ve struggled with a particular child. Good teachers and good parents 
both understand that every child is unique. Both want to help every child achieve his 
or her full potential. Teachers and parents are partners in helping each child grow up 
to be the woman or man that child was meant to be. 

As you read through the book you’ll find that I speak to you sometimes as though 
you’re a parent, sometimes as though you’re a teacher. In chapter 7, for example, I’ll 
suggest how you might talk with your daughter or son about drugs. In chapter 5, I’ll 
share some tips on teaching math to girls in a way that gets girls excited about learning 
math, and also some ideas for keeping boys interested in art. I hope you’ll read chapter 
5 as well as chapter 7, even if you’re not a teacher. Because when you get right down 
to it, every parent is a teacher, and education begins at home. 
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2 


FEMALE BRAINS, MALE BRAINS 


There is increasing evidence to suggest that the brain is a sexual organ, that brain sex [i.e., 
the sex of the brain] is paramount in determining human gender identity. 

—pediatric endocrinologists Dr. Gaya Aranojfand Dr. Jennifer Bell, Columbia University, 2004 1 


Left Brain Verbal, Right Brain Spatial? 

In the late 1800s, French neurologist Charles Edouard Brown-Sequard and British 
neurologist Henry Charlton Bastian independently discovered that the left side of the 
brain seems to be specialized for language. A man who suffers a stroke affecting the left 
side of the brain is much more likely to lose language functions than a man who 
suffers a stroke on the right side of the brain. The right side of a man’s brain seems to 
be specialized for spatial functions such as navigation or mental imagery. But does this 
rule—left brain verbal, right brain spatial—apply to women as well as it applies to 
men? 2 

The modern era of research in gender differences may be said to have begun in 
1964, when Herbert Lansdell reported the existence of anatomic sex differences in the 
organization of female and male brains. 3 Over the next two decades, a series of studies 
demonstrated that while the left hemisphere of the brain is clearly specialized for 
language functions in men, that asymmetry is much less noticeable in women. 4 
Research with people who have suffered a stroke provided further support for the 
notion that male brains and female brains are organized differently, with functions 
more compartmentalized in male brains and more globally distributed in female 
brains. For example, men who suffer a stroke involving their brain’s left hemisphere 
suffer a drop in verbal IQ of, on average, about 20 percent (from 111.5 to 88.7); men 
who suffer a stroke which affects their brain’s right hemisphere suffer virtually no drop 
at all in their verbal IQ. If you damage a man’s left hemisphere, he loses a big chunk 
of his language abilities; damage a man’s right hemisphere, and his language ability is 
not affected. That sort of information provides strong evidence that the left 
hemisphere of a man’s brain is very important for language, while the right 
hemisphere of a man’s brain is not. 

Women are different. Women who suffer a stroke affecting their brain’s left 
hemisphere suffer a drop in their verbal IQ, on average, of about 9 percent (from 
113.9 to 103.6); women who suffer a stroke affecting their brain’s right hemisphere 
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suffer a similar drop in verbal IQ, about 11 percent (from 113.9 to 101.0). 5 Women 
use both hemispheres of their brain for language. Men don’t. 


By the mid-1980s it was clear that the hemispheric compartmentalization of 
function that is so obvious in men’s brains— left brain verbal, right brain spatial— 
applies less well or not at all to female brains. At that time most scientists believed that 
these differences in the brain derived from hormonal differences. Harvard neurologist 
Norm Geschwind and others suggested that male hormones were responsible for the 
hemispheric specialization seen in male brains. 6 

The belief that hormones are responsible for sex differences in the brain led many 
scientists to believe that sex differences must be small in the brains of children. After 
all, prepubescent children don’t manufacture sex hormones in large quantities. 

Were those scientists right? 

Probably not. Research in laboratory animals, for starters, has demonstrated large, 
innate, genetically determined sex differences in the brain. One striking illustration of 
this principle was published in 2004 by scientists at UCLA. They examined a bird that 
was a lateral gynandromorphic hermaphrodite: in other words, a bird that was half¬ 
female and half-male. Every cell on the right side of this bird’s body was male; every 
cell on the left side of this bird’s body was female. This bird had a testicle on the right 
and an ovary on the left. If you look at a picture of this bird, you will notice that it has 
male plumage on the right and female plumage on the left. This bird’s blood contains 
a mix of female and male hormones: female hormones manufactured by the ovary and 
male hormones from the testicle. 
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Hermaphrodite bird provides a clue to the importance of hardwired sex differences. 

Now let’s take a look at this bird’s brain. If the theory popular in the 1970s and 
1980s were correct, we shouldn’t see big differences between the left and right sides of 
this bird’s brain. The brain of this bird is nourished with blood that contains an equal 
mix of female and male hormones. So, if hormones are responsible for sexual 
differentiation of the brain, then the left and right sides of the brain should look the 
same. 

But they don’t. The left and right sides of this bird’s brain are dramatically 
different. Scientists who have studied this bird have concluded that female brain tissue 
and male brain tissue are “intrinsically different,” 7 as a result of females and males 
having a different complement of sex chromosomes—and regardless of the mix of 
hormones in the blood. 

male female 



Male brain tissue is intrinsically different from female brain tissue. 

Maybe that’s true for birds, but what about humans? In fact, recent research 
suggests that female brain tissue is “intrinsically different” from male brain tissue in 
our species just as in other animals. In 2004 an all-star team of fourteen 
neuroscientists from the University of California, the University of Michigan, and 
Stanford University published their findings demonstrating a dramatically different 
expression of proteins derived from the X chromosome and the Y chromosome in 
human female and male brains. In men, many areas of the brain are rich in proteins 
that are coded directly by the Y chromosome. Those proteins are absent in women’s 
brain tissue. Conversely, women’s brain tissue is rich in material coded directly by the 
X chromosome; these particular transcripts of the X chromosome are absent from 
men’s brain tissue. 8 These sex differences, then, are genetic^//)/ programmed, not 
mediated by hormonal differences. 

These scientists analyzed thirty samples of human brain tissue collected from 
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different areas of the brain and different individuals. The scientists were not told the 
sex of the individuals from whom the specimens were taken. But just by analyzing the 
expression of two different genes in the brain tissue, they were able to correctly 
identify the sex of every one of the thirty specimens, female versus male. Female brain 
tissue and male brain tissue are intrinsically different. 

Stop and think about this for a moment. This new research shows that females get 
more from their X chromosomes than males do, 9 and that the Y chromosome in men 
is directly responsible for differences in the brain. Differences. Not one better than the 
other. Not one worse than the other. Just different. 

Scientists continue to recognize that sex hormones do affect the brain. However, 
this recent research has also demonstrated that the direct effect of the sex 
chromosomes on brain tissue need not be mediated by hormones. It’s genetically 
programmed. It’s present at birth. 

Sex differences in brain anatomy are all well and good, but do they matter? Do 
those sex differences in brain anatomy mean that there are sex differences in brain 
function ? Are there significant differences in how girls and boys hear, or how they see, 
or how they learn? And if so, are those differences present at birth? Or not? 


Lessons from the Nursery 

Janel Caine, a graduate student at Florida State University in the late 1980s, was 
interested in studying the effects of music therapy on premature babies. Some 
researchers believed that playing soft music in a baby’s crib might help relax the baby, 
which might improve the baby’s appetite, so the baby would grow faster. Janel Caine 
wanted to test that hypothesis. She obtained permission from parents of twenty-six 
premature babies to play soft music in the babies’ cribs. She also enrolled twenty-six 
other premature babies, matched in age and weight to the first set, but those babies 
didn’t get to hear any music. Sure enough, she found that babies who had music 
played in their crib grew faster, had fewer complications, and were able to be 
discharged home from the hospital about five days earlier on average than babies who 
didn’t receive music therapy. 

Janel Caine’s master’s thesis is still on file deep in the stacks of Florida State 
University’s Robert Manning Strozier Library. Go to that library and ask to borrow 
her thesis. Flip to the back and you’ll see the results broken down by gender. When 
you review those data tables, you’ll find something unexpected. Girl babies who 
received music therapy left the hospital nine and a half days earlier on average than girl 
babies who did not. But boy babies who received music therapy did not leave the 
hospital any earlier than boys who did not! Music therapy was very beneficial for the 
girls, but not at all beneficial for the boys. Curiously, Ms. Caine never mentioned this 
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gender difference in her results, neither in her thesis 10 nor in her subsequent 
publication. 11 

A more recent study with even younger, more premature babies, confirmed both 
Ms. Caine’s overall findings as well as the gender difference in the results. In this later 
study, young women hummed the Brahms lullaby over and over to some premature 
babies, but not others. Overall, babies who had women humming to them were 
discharged on average six days earlier than babies who didn’t. This time the gender 
difference in the results was even larger. Premature girl babies who were hummed to 
left the hospital twelve days earlier on average than girl babies who weren’t. But 
premature boy babies who were hummed to didn’t leave the hospital any earlier than 
boy babies who weren’t. 12 

Why the difference? Why did music therapy work so well for the girls and not at all 
for the boys? The most plausible explanation is simply that boy babies don’t hear the 
music as well, or in the same way that girl babies do. 

There’s good evidence now, from several different sources, that newborn baby girls 
really do hear better than newborn baby boys. Pediatric audiologists Barbara Cone- 
Wesson, Glendy Ramirez, and Yvonne Sininger have done careful studies of the 
hearing of newborn babies. When any baby or child (or adult for that matter) hears a 
sound, there’s an immediate reaction, called an acoustic brain response. Cone-Wesson 
and her colleagues decided to measure the acoustic brain response of more than sixty 
newborn girls and boys. For a 1,500 Hz tone played to the right ear, they found that 
the average girl baby had an acoustic brain response about 80 percent greater than the 
response of the average baby boy. 13 (The range of sounds around 1,500 Hz is 
especially important, because that range of sound is critical for understanding 
speech.) 14 

This finding—that newborn baby girls hear differently than boys, especially at 
higher frequencies—was recently confirmed by Jane Cassidy, a professor at Louisiana 
State University. Professor Cassidy used a different technique than Cone-Wesson, 
Sininger, and Ramirez had used to evaluate hearing in newborns: specifically, 
Professor Cassidy used a technique known as transient evoked otoacoustic emissions. 1 
Professor Cassidy, studying 350 newborn baby girls and boys, found that the girls’ 
hearing was substantially more sensitive than the boys’, especially in the 1,000- to 
4,000-Hz range, which is so important for speech discrimination. 15 Other studies 
have demonstrated that teenage girls (for example) do in fact hear better than boys 
do. 16 The female-male difference in hearing only gets bigger as kids get older. 17 

These built-in gender differences in hearing have real consequences. As we’ve seen, 
music therapy works for girl babies but not for boy babies—although perhaps it might 
work for baby boys if the volume was adjusted or if other characteristics of the music 
were altered. Janel Caine used the Brahms lullaby, “Rock-a-Bye Baby,” “Twinkle 
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Twinkle Little Star,” and similar songs. The later study, as we saw, used only the 
Brahms lullaby. Maybe boys would do better with Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries” or 
Gregorian chant or Bruce Springsteen or Snoop Dogg. We just don’t know. 

The difference in how girls and boys hear also has major implications for how you 
should talk to your children. I can’t count the number of times a father has told me, 
“My daughter says I yell at her. I’ve never yelled at her. I just speak to her in a normal 
tone of voice, and she says I’m yelling.” If a forty-three-year-old man speaks in what 
he thinks is a “normal tone of voice” to a seventeen-year-old girl, that girl is going to 
experience his voice as being about ten times louder than what the man is hearing. 18 
He is yelling at her, but he doesn’t realize it. The father and his daughter are 
experiencing the same sound in two different ways. 

The gender difference in hearing also suggests different strategies for the classroom. 
More than thirty years ago, psychologist Colin Elliot demonstrated that eleven-year- 
old girls are distracted by noise levels about ten times softer than noise levels that boys 
find distracting. 19 That boy who’s tap-tap-tapping his fingers on the desk might not 
be bothering the other boys, but he is bothering the girls—as well as the (female) 
teacher. One reason for that difference, of course, is that eleven-year-old girls hear 
better. If you’re teaching girls, don’t raise your voice—and try to keep the classroom 
free of extraneous noise. Girls won’t learn as well in a loud, noisy classroom. When we 
come back to this topic later in the book, we’ll discover that the rules are different 
when you’re teaching boys. 


The Eye of the Beholder 

Most girls and women interpret facial expressions better than most boys and men 
can. 20 Researchers at Cambridge University wondered whether female superiority in 
understanding facial expressions was innate or whether it developed as a result of social 
factors such as parents encouraging girls to interact with other girls while the boys 
shoot each other with ray guns. These researchers decided to study newborn babies on 
the day they were born. 

Their plan was to give babies a choice between looking at a simple dangling mobile 
or at a young woman’s face—more precisely, a live young woman, right there with the 
baby. The young woman smiled at the baby but didn’t say anything. The mobile 
dangled and twisted but made no noise. 

Was there a gender difference in what the babies preferred to look at? All 102 babies 
in the study were videotaped and their eye motions analyzed by researchers who didn’t 
know the sex of the baby. The boy babies were much more interested in the mobile 
than in the young woman’s face. The girl babies were more likely to look at the face. 
The differences were large: the boys were more than twice as likely to prefer the 
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mobile. The researchers concluded that they had proven “beyond reasonable doubt” 
that sex differences in social interest “are, in part, biological in origin.” 21 

The results of this experiment suggest that girls are born prewired to be interested 
in faces while boys are prewired to be more interested in moving objects. The reason 
for that difference has to do with sex differences in the anatomy of the eye. 

The retina is that part of the eye that converts light into a neurological signal. The 
retina is divided into layers. One layer contains the photoreceptors, the rods and the 
cones. Rods are sensitive to black and white. Rods are color-blind. Cones are sensitive 
to color. 

The rods and cones send their signals to the next layer, the ganglion cells. Scientists 
have known for many decades that some ganglion cells are very large (magnocellular), 
while others are small (parvocellular). Most papers on this topic just refer to them as 
M and P ganglion cells. 

P cells and M cells have very different jobs. M cells are wired primarily to rods, with 
little input from cones; they are essentially simple motion detectors. M cells are 
distributed all across the retina, so they can track objects anywhere in the visual field. 
You can think of the M cells as being wired to answer the questions “Where is it now 
and where is it going?” P cells are wired (in our species) to all three varieties of cones, 
but have much less input from the rods. P cells are concentrated in and around the 
fovea, the center of the field of vision. You can think of the P cells as answering the 
question “What is it?” P cells compile information about texture and color; M cells 
compile information about movement and direction. 22 
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The visual system is organized differently in girls and boys. 

The P cells send information via their own special division of the thalamus to a 
particular region of the cerebral cortex that appears to be specialized for analysis of 
texture and color. The M cells send their information via a separate pathway to a 
different region of the cerebral cortex, a region that is specialized for analysis of spatial 
relationships and object motion. And guess what? Every step in each pathway, from the 
retina to the cerebral cortex, is different in females and males. 23 

The real surprises have come from microscopic analyses of the eye performed in the 
past five years. Using recently developed techniques, scientists have found that the 
human retina is full of receptors for sex hormones. 24 Anatomist Edwin Lephart and his 
associates have found that the male retina is substantially thicker than the female 
retina. 25 That’s because the male retina has mostly the larger, thicker M cells while the 
female retina has predominantly the smaller, thinner P ganglion cells. 
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Because the female retina is rich in the smaller P cells, while the larger M cells 
predominate in the male retina, the male retina is much thicker than the female retina. 

Note the small variation within the sexes and the large difference between the sexes. 

We’re not talking about small differences between the sexes, with lots of overlap. 
We’re talking about large differences between the sexes, with no overlap at all. Every 
male animal had a thicker retina than any female retina, due to the males having more 
M cells (see the accompanying graph). 

Suppose you give crayons and a blank sheet of paper to young girls and young boys. 
Let them draw whatever they like. You’ll find that girls will prefer colors like red, 
orange, green, and beige, because those are the colors that P cells are prewired to be 
most sensitive to. Boys prefer to simulate motion in their pictures. Boys prefer colors 
such as black, gray, silver, and blue because that’s the way the M cells are wired . 26 
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Summary of Differences between P Cells and M Cells 



P CELLS 

M CELLS 

Are wired predominantly 

to... 

Cones 

Rods 

Are located mostly in ... 

The center of the retina 
(center of the field of vision) 

All throughout the retina 
(entire field of vision, pe¬ 
ripheral and central) 

Are best adapted to 
detect... 

Color and texture 

Location, direction, and 
speed 

Answer the question: 

"What is it?" 

"Where is it now? Where is 
it going? How fast is it 
moving?" 

Ultimately project to: 

Inferior temporal cortex 

Posterior parietal cortex 

Predominate in: 

Females 

(more P cells than M cells) 

Males 

(more M cells than P cells) 


Studies in young children have demonstrated that girls are better at tasks involving 
object discrimination—answering the question “What is it?”—whereas boys are better 
at tasks involving object location—“Where is it?” Similar sex differences in abilities 
have recently been demonstrated in young monkeys as well. 27 

Sex differences in toy preferences start to make more sense once you understand 
this research. A richly textured doll will be more appealing than a moving truck if your 
system favors the P cells, as is the case in females. So we shouldn’t be surprised that 
young females—whether human or monkey—prefer dolls over trucks, while young 
males, human and monkey, prefer trucks over dolls. 28 Nor should we be surprised 
when—in the Cambridge study referenced above—the girl babies look at the young 
woman’s face, while boy babies look at the mobile. 


Girls Draw Nouns, Boys Draw Verbs 

Ms. Kanovsky teaches kindergarten. She’s given each of her students a blank sheet 
of paper and told them to draw anything they like, using the colored crayons available 
to all the children. The teacher walks around the room encouraging each child. She 
stops by five-year-old Anita. Anita has about a dozen crayons spread out around her 
picture of three people. The people are facing the viewer, all smiling. Anita’s picture is 
rich in reds, browns, oranges, and flesh tones. “That’s wonderful, Anita,” Ms. 
Kanovsky says. “Who are those people in the picture?” 
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“That’s me,” Anita says, pointing to one of the figures. “That’s my brother Carlos, 
and that’s my Mommy.” 

“That’s really great, Anita,” Ms. Kanovsky says. “Good job.” 

Five-year-old Matthew—the same Matthew we met in chapter 1—is frantically 
scribbling with a black crayon. “What’s that?” Ms. Kanovsky says. 

“It’s a rocket about to smash into the Earth,” Matthew says gleefully. “See! There’s 
the rocket! There’s the Earth!” 

Ms. Kanovsky sees that Matthew has used only one crayon, the black crayon, for 
both the rocket and the Earth. There’s no color, no people, no trace of any human 
anywhere. “That’s nice, Matthew,” Ms. Kanovsky says without conviction (despite her 
best efforts). “How about adding a little color? And is there anyone in the rocket?” 

There is one thing that five-year-olds, both girls and boys, are very good at: figuring 
out what the grown-ups like. In this situation, I guarantee you that Matthew 
understands that his picture doesn’t please Ms. Kanovsky the way Anita’s picture does. 
In her defense, Ms. Kanovsky is applying the criteria she was taught. “Encourage 
children to draw people-centered pictures, using lots of colors.” That’s what Ms. 
Kanovsky learned when she was earning her bachelor’s degree in early elementary 
education. But that old recommendation doesn’t take into account what’s been 
learned in the last twenty years about differences in the way girls and boys see the 
world. 

Researchers who have studied the pictures drawn by young girls and young boys 
have found that girls typically draw pictures of people (or pets or flowers or trees), 
arranged more or less symmetrically, facing the viewer. Girls usually use ten or more 
colors in their pictures (remember all the crayons Anita had strewn around her 
picture?), and they are more likely to use the colors that researcher Yasumasa Arai calls 
“warm” colors—red, green, beige, and brown. 29 Boys typically draw action: a rocket 
hitting its target, an alien about to eat somebody, a car about to hit another car. Boys 
typically use at most six colors and they prefer what Yasumasa Arai calls “cold” colors 
such as blue, gray, silver, and black. Boys are also much more likely to employ a third- 
person perspective, looking at the action from a remote vantage point rather than 
from a perspective facing the vehicle or the animal actually doing the action. 30 
Psychologist Donna Tuman summarizes the difference this way: girls draw nouns, 
boys draw verbs. 31 

If we consider what we know about P cells and M cells, these differences aren’t 
surprising. Of course boys draw action, using black, gray, silver, and blue. That’s the 
way the M cells are wired. Of course girls draw more richly colored subjects with a 
preponderance of red, orange, beige, yellow, and so on. That’s the way P cells are 
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wired. 


At least 95 percent of kindergarten teachers are women. Most are not aware of these 
differences . . . because nobody has ever told them. Instead, the teachers often act like 
Ms. Kanovsky, encouraging children to draw pictures of people, using lots of colors. 
Five-year-olds like Anita and Matthew quickly figure out that Anita is doing it “right” 
and Matthew is doing it “wrong.” Matthew will soon discover that he’s not very good 
at trying to copy Anita, that is, trying to draw pictures of people, using lots of colors. 
Matthew will quickly decide that he’s no good at art. Only five years old, Matthew has 
decided that “art is for girls.” Other experiences he will have (which we will get to later 
in the book) will teach him that he’s no good at anything else that’s going on in a 
twenty-first-century “gender-neutral” kindergarten. The teacher wants him to sit still 
and be quiet and listen, while he wants to run around and jump and yell. After a few 
weeks he’s not going to see the point of going to school at all. That’s when the 
tantrums begin. 

Ms. Kanovsky wasn’t aware of the hardwired differences between the visual world 
of girls and the visual world of boys. Ironically, the result of her lack of awareness of 
gender differences is a reinforcement of traditional gender stereotypes. “Art is for 
girls.” A more informed, gender-aware approach might have broken that stereotype. 


Ask for Directions? 

Let’s look at another difference in how girls’ and boys’ brains work: geometry and 
navigation. Researchers have found that females and males use fundamentally different 
strategies for those tasks. Ask a woman how to get to a friend’s house and she may tell 
you something like, “Go down King Street till you see the McDonald’s. Then make a 
left, go past the hardware store and the Exxon station until you see the elementary 
school. Make a right just past the elementary school and go down Scottsdale 
Boulevard. Their house is the fourth from the intersection, on the left. It’s a split-level 
house painted lime green. You won’t believe that house. The shutters and trim are 
painted fuchsia. Lime green and fuchsia. It looks like a gingerbread house after some 
kind of glow-in-the-dark moldYias started to grow on it. That’s their house. Just please 
don’t tell them what I said about it. About the gingerbread and the mold, I mean.” 

A man giving directions to the same house might say, “Go south on King Street 
about two miles, then turn so you’re heading east on Duke Street. After about a mile 
on Duke Street, turn south again onto Scottsdale Road. Their house is half a block 
down Scottsdale, on the east side of the road. They just painted it. Green and pink, I 
think.” 

Women typically navigate using landmarks that can be seen or heard or smelled. 
Men are more likely to use absolute direction such as north and south or absolute 
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distance such as miles or city blocks. 32 A study published in 2003 demonstrated that 
this gender difference in navigation is well established by five years of age. 33 Those 
different strategies correlate with different brain regions. Neuroscientists have found 
that young women and young men use different areas in the brain when they navigate: 
young women use the cerebral cortex while young men use the hippocampus, a 
nucleus deep inside the brain that is not activated in women’s brains during 
navigational tasks. 34 

These sex differences may actually be more pronounced in children and adolescents 
than in adults. Later on we’ll see how these differences affect best practices for 
teaching subjects like geometry and number theory to girls and boys. 


Trucks, Rockets, Dolls, and Crayons 

Over the past twenty years the scientific foundation underlying the belief that all 
children are androgynous at birth has crumbled away. Dr. John Money’s claim that a 
boy could be raised as a girl has been shown to be fabrication pure and simple, indeed 
just the opposite of what really happened ... as related eloquently by the child 
himself, David Reimer, just a few years before he committed suicide in May 2004 at 
the age of thirty-eight. 35 

Another good example of how these old ideas have collapsed has to do with the 
kinds of toys girls and boys choose to play with. During the “Dark Ages”—that period 
from the mid-1960s to the mid-1990s during which it was politically incorrect to 
suggest that there were innate differences in how girls and boys learn and play—most 
experts insisted that children’s toy preferences are socially constructed. The experts 
believed that a two-year-old boy prefers to play with trucks rather than dolls because 
(they believed) the boy’s behavior is governed by the following syllogism, which they 
called a gender schema : 

I am a boy. 

Boys are supposed to play with trucks, and not with dolls. 

Therefore I will play with trucks and not with dolls. 

There are several major problems with the social learning/ gender schema theory, 
the biggest being that it doesn’t fit the facts. Child psychologist Lisa Serbin and 
colleagues at Concordia University studied 77 one-and-a-half-year-old toddlers, girls 
and boys. They found that these little children—boys especially— had not a clue 
which gender they belonged to, even when the psychologists used the simplest 
nonverbal prompts. Kids this age just cannot reliably assign themselves to the correct 
gender, and they score only slightly above chance in assigning other kids to the correct 
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gender. Nevertheless, Serbin’s group found that children’s toy preferences are firmly in 
place by this age, especially among boys. When the experimenter offered a boy a truck 
or a doll, the boy chose the truck. In fact, the boys preferred trucks over dolls more 
strongly than girls preferred dolls over trucks. 36 That ought to be surprising if you buy 
into social learning/ gender schema theories, because eighteen-month-old girls were 
more likely than boys to be able to classify themselves and other children by gender. If 
the social learning/gender schema theories were correct, the girls should show a 
stronger preference for gender-typical toys, because girls this age have a more mature 
understanding of gender. But the reality is just the opposite. 

Another group, led by child psychologist Anne Campbell, looked at toddlers as 
young as nine months of age—and they found the same results. Nine-month-old boys 
strongly preferred “boy toys” such as balls, trains, and cars. 37 Nine-month-old girls 
preferred “girl toys” such as dolls and baby carriages, although the girls’ preference was 
(again) not quite as strong as the boys’ preference. Campbell’s study is especially 
striking because she showed very clearly that kids this age have no clue what gender 
they belong to. Boys and girls show gender-typical toy preferences long before they 
understand gender. Dr. Campbell has recently said, politely, that “the impact of 
cognitive variables may have been overestimated.” 38 In other words, eighteen-month- 
old boys don’t choose to play with trucks rather than dolls because they know they’re 
“supposed” to. They choose trucks because they’d rather play with trucks. 

Gerianne Alexander, a psychologist with the Yale Child Study Center, recently 
showed that male monkeys prefer to play with toy cars while female monkeys prefer to 
play with dolls. 39 Again, if you recall our earlier discussion of the differences between 
M cells and P cells, this shouldn’t come as a surprise. 

In fact, gender differences in play behavior are present in just about every mammal 
that’s been studied. 40 More than twenty years ago, scientists knew that young male 
rats engage in much more rough-and-tumble play than do young female rats. In one 
study, scientists damaged the amygdala of young rats. (The amygdala, a small nucleus 
at the base of the brain, plays an important role in emotion and affect.) That damage 
dramatically decreased rough-and-tumble play among the males but had no effect on 
females, suggesting that the gender difference in play behavior was due at least in part 
to sex differences in the amygdala. 41 The fact that gender differences in play behavior 
are found in so many other species is another nail in the coffin for the idea that similar 
preferences in human children are entirely due to culture. 

Today we know that innate differences between girls and boys are profound. Of 
course, not all girls are alike and not all boys are alike. But girls and boys do differ 
from one another in systematic ways that should be understood and made use of, not 
covered up or ignored. 

Girls and boys play differently. They learn differently. They fight differently. They 
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see the world differently. They hear differently. When I started graduate school in 
1980, most psychologists were insisting that those differences came about because 
parents raised girls and boys in different ways. Today we know that the truth is the 
other way around: parents raise girls and boys differently because girls and boys are so 
different from birth. Girls and boys behave differently because their brains are wired 
differently. 


Feelings 

Deborah Yurgelun-Todd and her associates at Harvard have used sophisticated 
MRI imaging to examine how emotion is processed in the brains of children from the 
ages of seven through seventeen. In young children, these researchers found that 
negative emotional activity in response to unpleasant or disturbing visual images seems 
to be localized in phylogenetically primitive areas deep in the brain, specifically in the 
amygdala. (A phylogenetically primitive area of the brain is one that hasn’t changed 
much in the course of evolution: it looks pretty much the same in humans as it does in 
mice.) That may be one reason why it doesn’t make much sense to ask a seven-year- 
old to tell you why she is feeling sad or distressed. The part of the brain that does the 
talking, up in the cerebral cortex, has few direct connections to the part of the brain 
where the emotion is occurring, down in the amygdala. 

In adolescence, a larger fraction of the brain activity associated with negative 
emotion moves up to the cerebral cortex. That’s the same division of the brain 
associated with our higher cognitive functions—reflection, reasoning, language, and 
the like. So, the seventeen-year-old is able to explain why she is feeling sad in great 
detail and without much difficulty (if she wants to). 

But that change occurs only in girls. In boys the locus of brain activity associated 
with negative emotion remains stuck in the amygdala. 42 In boys there is no change 
associated with maturation. Asking a seventeen-year-old boy to talk about why he’s 
feeling glum may be about as productive as asking a six-year-old boy the same 
question. A recent study from a team of German researchers duplicated this finding in 
young adults: in young women, brain activity associated with negative emotion was 
mostly up in the cerebral cortex, whereas in young men it remained stuck down in the 
amygdala. 43 

Emotions—both positive and negative—are processed differently in girls’ brains 
than in boys’. 44 We’ll talk about this particular sex difference at greater length later on 
in the book. For now, let’s pause to think about the implications of this difference. In 
boys, as in men, the part of the brain where emotions happen is not well connected to 
the part of the brain where verbal processing and speech happens—unlike the 
situation in teenage girls and in women. There’s been much talk in recent years about 
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the need to increase the “emotional literacy” of boys. 45 Such people maintain that boys 
would be better off if we encouraged them to talk more about their feelings. That sort 
of talk betrays (in my judgment) a lack of awareness of basic sex differences in the 
underlying wiring of the brain. Asking a teenage boy to talk about how he feels is a 
question guaranteed to make most boys uncomfortable. You’re asking him to make 
connections between two parts of his brain that don’t normally communicate. This is 
a very different task for a boy than for a girl. As one thirteen-year-old boy said, “My 
English teacher wants me to write about my ‘feelings.’ I don’t know what my ‘feelings’ 
are, and I can’t write about them. Anyway, my feelings are none of their business! I 
hate school!” 46 



As girls mature, brain activity associated with emotion moves out of the amygdala and 

into the cerebral cortex. 



Boys, age 14 


As boys mature, brain activity associated with emotion remains in the amygdala. 


The Sorry Burden of the Past 

There’s a long history of people misinterpreting scientific research and misusing 
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that research to reinforce gender stereotypes . . . usually at the expense of girls and 
women. One hundred years ago, German physician Paul Julius Mobius wrote a 
bestseller entitled Regarding the Physiological Weak-Mindedness of Women. Mobius 
compared the cranial capacity of women and men of the same height. He showed that 
if you examined the skull of a five-foot-nine-inch-tall woman and compared it to the 
skull of a man the same height, you would find, on average, that the volume capacity 
of her skull—and hence the size of her brain—was about 8 to 10 percent smaller than 
the man’s. 47 

Women do have slightly smaller brains than men, on average, even after controlling 
for body size. To Mobius, that fact seemed irrefutable evidence that women are 
“physiologically weak-minded.” Mobius assumed that intellect was a simple function 
of brain size: the bigger the brain, the greater the intellect. He was not aware of other 
differences that distinguish female and male brains from each other. All these 
differences are roughly as robust, statistically, as the difference in average brain size: 

Women have higher brain blood flow per gram of tissue than men have. 48 

In some critical areas of the brain, women have larger brain cells that receive 
more inputs than are found in corresponding areas in men’s brains. 49 

For many tasks, brain imaging studies show that women use the most advanced 
areas of the brain, the cerebral cortex, whereas men doing the same task use more 
“primitive” areas of the brain such as the globus pallidus, the amygdala, or the 
hippocampus. 50 

Even Dr. Mobius’s most basic assumption—that brain size correlates with 
intelligence—applies differently to women and men. In men that assumption has 
some validity. Men with high IQs do, on average, have slightly larger brains (after 
adjusting for body size) than do men who score lower on IQ tests. But that 
correspondence may not hold true for women. Studies suggest that women with high 
IQs do not have larger brains than women with low IQs. 51 In a recent Harvard 
Medical School study of teenagers, there was a positive correlation between brain size 
and intelligence for teenage boys, but there was no correlation between brain size and 
intelligence for teenage girls. 52 

“The more you use it, the bigger it will be.” One widely held belief about brain 
anatomy is that the more you use a particular area of the brain, the larger that area of 
the brain will be. (Dr. Mobius’s assumption that overall brain size correlates with 
overall intelligence is a corollary of this belief.) For men that assumption appears to 
have some validity. Consider the area of the brain involved in music, for instance. In 
men, the “music” area of the brain is larger in musicians than in nonmusicians. But in 
women there is no such association: the brains of women musicians are not 
demonstrably different from the brains of women who are not musicians, according to 
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a 2003 study from Harvard Medical School. 53 

The bottom line is that the brain is just organized differently in females and males. 
The tired argument about which sex is more intelligent or which sex has the “better” 
brain is about as meaningful as arguing about which utensil is “better,” a knife or a 
spoon. The only correct answer to such a question is: “Better for what?” A knife is 
better than a spoon if you want to cut through a piece of meat, while a spoon is better 
if you’re facing a bowl of chicken broth. 

Let’s pursue that analogy for a moment. You can offer the same nutrients in 
different forms. You can accomplish similar nutritional aims with meat loaf and with 
beef stew. If your child has a spoon but no knife, then you’ll want to give your child 
some beef stew. If your child has a knife but no spoon, then you’ll give your child 
some meat loaf. 

Likewise, the differences between what girls and boys can do are not large. But the 
differences in how they do it can be very large indeed. For example, as we’ll see later, 
you can teach the same math course in different ways. You can make math appealing 
to girls by teaching it one way, or you can make it appealing to boys by teaching it in 
another way. Girls and boys can both learn math equally well if you understand those 
gender differences. 


Gender Differences vs. Gender Stereotypes: Barbie Liberation! 

It’s Christmas morning. Seven-year-old Zachariah Zelin rips the gift wrap off a 
present and squeals with delight when he sees a Talking G.I. Joe action figure. But this 
G.I. Joe is a little bit different. Standing in army fatigues, machine gun and hand 
grenades at the ready, this G.I. Joe exclaims in a high-pitched, girly voice, “Math is 
hard!” and “Want to go shopping?” and “Will we ever have enough clothes?” 

The Barbie Liberation Organization (BLO) had struck again. The BLO is a group 
of activists dedicated to proving the inanity of prevailing gender stereotypes. These 
activists infiltrated toy stores and surreptitiously switched the voice boxes of G.I. Joe 
with the Talking Teen Barbie. So somewhere in Zachariah Zelin’s town, there must 
have been a girl whose Barbie yelled—in a deep, gruff voice—“Vengeance is mine!” 
and “Dead men tell no lies.” 54 

I don’t condone the vandalism of the BLO. But I think the image of a G.I. Joe 
saying “Math is hard!” in a sweet feminine voice should make us reconsider our own 
beliefs about gender. In our culture you’ll often encounter widespread assumptions 
about differences between boys and girls, such as the belief that math is harder for girls 
than for boys. Many of those assumptions are wrong—by which I mean that there is 
good science to refute them. Here are some examples of false beliefs about gender 
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differences: 


Boys are “naturally” better at math and science than girls are. 

Girls are “naturally” more emotional than boys are. 

Girls are “naturally” collaborative, while boys are competitive. 

Each of these statements is false. (We’ll consider evidence supporting this assertion 
at appropriate points throughout the book.) These prevalent stereotypes often confuse 
parents and teachers when they come to hear me speak. Parents often assume that I 
endorse these inaccurate gender stereotypes just because my topic is innate gender 
differences. 

One parent approached me after one of my presentations and told me about her 
children. Her son Noah loves to sew and also does macrame. He’s very careful about 
his appearance. He doesn’t like to get his clothes messed. Her daughter Stephanie on 
the other hand is a real tomboy. Stephanie plays soccer, climbs trees, and doesn’t mind 
rolling in the mud. How do children like Stephanie and Noah affect the arguments 
I’m making here? 

Girls and boys who show gender-atypical behaviors and preferences deserve special 
consideration. We’ll devote much of chapter 9 to such children. But the bottom line is 
that essentially all of the differences I will tell you about apply equally to such 
children. 

The differences we’ve considered in how girls and boys hear and see appear to apply 
to all children, regardless of whether they play with dolls or trucks or both. One 
illustration of that principle comes from our discussion earlier in this chapter of 
differences in the visual systems of girls and boys. In girls, the P system predominates, 
giving girls more sensitivity to small differences in color. It’s easy to understand, then, 
why teenage girls will describe a shirt as being lime green or forest green or emerald or 
jade, while teenage boys will just say the shirt is . . . green. Researchers at Auburn 
University wondered whether more feminine girls would make more subtle color 
distinctions than less feminine girls. Is it blue, or is it navy blue or sky blue or 
periwinkle? 

These researchers interviewed and tested each girl in their study to see where she 
scored on a scale of femininity. They then looked to see whether there was a 
correlation between a girl’s femininity and the subtlety of her color distinctions. They 
found no correlation. Girls make more elaborate and more subtle color distinctions 
than boys do, regardless of whether the girls are very feminine or not feminine at all. 55 
Tomboys have more in common with very feminine girls than they have with boys, at 
least when it comes to how they see the world. 


36 



Every child is unique. I’m not saying that all boys are the same or that all girls are 
the same. But the fact that each child is unique and complex should not blind us to 
the fact that gender is one of the two great organizing principles in child development 
—the other principle being age. Trying to understand a child without understanding 
the role of gender in child development is like trying to understand a child’s behavior 
without knowing the child’s age. Pick up a book with a title like What to Expect from 
Your Two-Year-Old. That book is very different from What to Expect from Your Eight- 
Year-Old. Of course, nobody is saying that all two-year-olds are alike or that all eight- 
year-olds are alike. While recognizing diversity among two-year-olds, we can still have 
a meaningful discussion of the ways in which two-year-olds and eight-year-olds differ, 
categorically, in terms of what they can do, what they’re interested in, how they relate 
to their parents, and so on. 

At least with regard to how children hear and speak, gender may be even more 
fundamental to learning than age is. When noted linguist and Georgetown University 
professor Deborah Tannen compared how girls and boys of different ages use 
language, she “was overwhelmed by the differences that separated the females and 
males at each age, and the striking similarities that linked the females, on one hand, 
and the males, on the other, across the vast expanse of age. In many ways, the second- 
grade girls were more like the twenty-five-year-old women than like the second-grade 
boys.” 56 

Brain research bears out Professor Tannen’s findings. In a recent study of human 
brain development, scientists found that differences in the brain associated with 
biological sex—female compared with male—were substantially more significant than 
differences in the brain associated with age—younger compared with older. 57 

The analogy to age differences provides a good way to think about sex differences. 
No two girls are alike, just as no two boys are alike. Stephanie who likes to roll in the 
mud and play soccer is very different from seven-year-old Zoe. Zoe’s favorite hobby is 
playing with her Barbies. Zoe also insisted on joining the Junior Poms (a sort of 
cheerleading group). Zoe was asking for lipstick at age five. Her mother, Barbara, a 
sincere old-school feminist, was horrified. “Where is this coming from?” she asked me, 
bewildered. “I only own one lipstick and I haven’t used it in six months. And I loathe 
and despise Barbies. I’ve never even bought one for Zoe. She gets all that trash as gifts 
from her aunts and uncles.” 

Despite the superficial differences, Stephanie may share more with Zoe than you 
might imagine. In their ability to listen, in their willingness to affiliate with adults, 
and in their emotional development, Stephanie probably has more in common with 
Zoe than she has in common with her brother or with any boy. 


Sex Differences vs. Sexual Orientation 
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How about gay versus straight? Does what I say about boys apply to gay boys as 
well as straight boys? How about lesbian girls and straight girls? We’re going to talk at 
length about lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender individuals in chapter 9. Basically, 
I will argue that sex differences—female compared with male—are far more profound 
than any differences attributable to sexual orientation. For example: the superior 
hearing of girls compared with boys still holds true regardless of whether you’re 
talking about gay boys or straight boys, or lesbian girls or straight girls. 58 Likewise, sex 
differences in how children relate to parents don’t appear to be influenced significantly 
by sexual orientation. 

My bottom line is that sex, female or male, is more fundamental than sexual 
orientation, gay or straight. A lesbian girl and a straight girl have much more in 
common with each other, as a rule, than a lesbian girl has in common with a gay boy 
—in terms of how they learn, how they play, how they fight, and how they relate to 
their friends, to their parents, and to the world in general. 

Recent studies suggest that male-female differences are more fundamental than gay- 
straight differences even when we’re talking about sexual attraction and sexual 
behavior. UCLA psychologist Anne Peplau recently reviewed the published research 
on human sexuality in gay and straight women and men. 59 She found that for both 
gay and straight women, “Women’s sexuality tends to be strongly linked to a close 
relationship. For women, an important goal of sex is intimacy; the best context for 
pleasurable sex is a committed relationship. This is less true for men,” whether they 
are gay or straight. Straight men often buy pornography. Gay men often buy 
pornography. But few women, whether lesbian or straight, buy pornography. Few 
women will spend eight dollars to purchase a magazine featuring photographs of the 
genitals of strangers. You can’t have a committed relationship with a picture in a 
magazine. 

In addition, Peplau found that most men’s sexual self-concept has an aggressive 
dimension, whether that man is gay or straight. There is no corresponding element of 
aggression in women’s sexual self-concepts, according to Peplau, either in lesbian 
women or in straight women. Rape is a crime committed almost exclusively by men— 
both by straight men (against women) and by gay men (against other men). Women 
seldom rape, regardless of their sexual orientation. 

An international consortium of psychologists recently published a survey of over 
16,000 individuals from 52 countries, including Eastern and Western Europe, North 
and South America, Africa, Australia, South Asia, East Asia, and Japan. Comparing 
women and men across all cultures and continents, these psychologists found 
“universal” sex differences in sexual motivation and sexual interest. To give just one 
example, they asked women and men, gay and straight, whether they would like to 
have more than one sexual partner in the next month. Among heterosexual men, 25 
percent said yes, they would like to have more than one sexual partner in the next 
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month. Among homosexual men, 29 percent answered yes. Among heterosexual 
women, just 4 percent answered yes; among lesbian women, just 5 percent answered 
yes. These authors concluded that men “desire larger numbers of sexual partners than 
women in every major region of the world regardless of relationship status, sexual 
orientation , or whether the person is actively seeking [a partner].” 60 

We’ll come back to this topic at greater length in chapter 9. But as a general rule, 
male-female differences are more consistent and more fundamental than differences in 
sexual orientation or sexual identity. 
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3 


RISK 


The secret to getting the most fun out of life is: to live dangerously. Build your cities on the 
slopes of Vesuvius! Send your ships into unknown seas! Live at war with your peers and 
with yourself. 


—Friedrich Nietzsche, 1887 1 


Tossing the Ring 

Let’s suppose you’re a college freshman taking introductory psychology. One of the 
course requirements includes “volunteering” as a subject in a study. You choose the 
ring toss study, because the course guide says it will take only twenty minutes and no 
needles are involved. 

You show up for the study. The technician shows you what you’re supposed to do. 
There’s a one-foot pole standing upright on the floor. You are given six rubber rings, 
each about the size of a horseshoe. The technician tells you to toss the rings at the 
pole, one ring at a time. The object of the game is to land the ring right on the pole. 

“Where do I stand?” you ask, noticing that the floor is marked off one foot from the 
target, two feet, five feet, ten feet, fifteen feet, and twenty feet. 

“Anywhere you like,” the assistant says. 

“You mean I could do all the tosses from one foot away?” you ask. 

The technician nods. 

“Do I have to hit the target a certain percentage of times?” 

“No,” the technician answers. “Just toss the six rings, and we’ll move on to the next 
part of the experiment. I’ll step out of the room, to give you some privacy.” 

“Privacy?” you ask, but the technician is already gone. 

What do you do now? Most young women will stand one or two feet away from the 
target, toss the rings, and move on. Most young men stand five or ten feet away from 
the target, even though doing so greatly increases their risk of failure. 2 
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You toss the rings. 

“Okay, now we move on to the next part of the experiment,” the assistant says. A 
door opens and in step two of your classmates. You nod and say hello. The sex of the 
two classmates is the same as yours. If you’re a woman, they’re female. The two 
classmates are asked to sit in chairs along the wall, facing you. 

“Okay, now we do it again,” the assistant says, handing you the rings again. 

Most young women will toss the rings just the same when other women are present 
as they do when they are by themselves. But most young men behave differently. 
When other young men are watching, most young men will demonstrate what 
psychologists call a “risky shift.”^ If the man tossed the rings from two feet when he 
was alone, he’ll back up to five feet when other men are in the room. If he tossed the 
rings from five feet when he was alone, he’ll back up to ten feet when other men are 
watching—even if he’s never met the men before and never expects to see them again. 
“I guess I didn’t want them to think I was a wuss,” is the way one explained the 
change in his behavior. 


Living Dangerously 

Many boys enjoy taking risks. And most boys are impressed by other boys who take 
risks, especially if the risk-taker succeeds. Girls are less likely to enjoy risk-taking for its 
own sake and are much less likely to be impressed by risk-taking behavior in others. 
Girls may be willing to take risks, but they are less likely to seek out risky situations just 
for the sake of living dangerously. 

Imagine yourself back in middle school. Suppose you heard about a friend who 
rode a bicycle off of a twelve-foot-high boardwalk and landed on a sandy beach. All on 
purpose, just for fun. Boys who engage in that kind of risk-taking behavior raise their 
status in the eyes of their peers. “Did you hear what Brett did! Rode his bike off the 
top of the boardwalk! Awesome!” Even if they fail, those boys are likely to earn the 
respect of other boys for trying. 

If girls heard about another girl who rode her bike on purpose off the top of a 
twelve-foot-high boardwalk, they would be less likely to ooh and ahh and more likely 
to be critical. “She must be totally nuts to do something like that. What a weirdo,” the 
other girls might say. 

Another example, this time with high school kids. Suppose a twelfth-grade boy goes 
to a party Friday night and has unprotected sex with a college woman he’s just met, 
and then on Saturday night he goes to another party and has unprotected sex with a 
different young woman. His buddies will be impressed, especially if the two women 
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were pretty. “You da man,” they might say, and give him a high-five. 

Suppose now that the same thing happens, but with genders reversed. A twelfth- 
grade girl goes to a party Friday night and has unprotected sex with a college man 
she’s just met, and then on Saturday night she goes to another party and has 
unprotected sex with a different man. If her girlfriends find out about her exploits, 
they are not likely to be favorably impressed, regardless of whether the men in question 
are good-looking or not: they are more likely to think she’s a slut, or insane, or both. 4 

Girls and boys assess risk differently, and they differ in their likelihood of engaging 
in risky behaviors. As soon as kids are old enough to toddle across the floor, boys are 
significantly more likely to do something dangerous: put their fingers in a socket, try 
to stand on a basketball, jump off a chair onto the floor. 5 And when parents try to stop 
their child from doing something risky, boys are less likely to comply. Studies in the 
United States and around the world universally find that boys are more likely to 
engage in physically risky activities. 6 Boys are more likely than girls to be seriously 
injured or killed in accidents such as drowning, misuse of firearms, or head injury 
related to riding a bicycle. 7 

Psychologist Barbara Morrongiello interviewed children ages six through ten who 
had been injured or who had been in “close calls.” She found that compared to the 
girls, the boys: 

were more likely to attribute their injuries erroneously to “bad luck” rather than to 

any lack of skill or foresight on their part; 

were less likely to tell their parents about the injury; 

were more likely to be around other boys at the time the injury occurred. 8 

A boy is much more likely to do something dangerous or stupid when he’s in a 
group of boys than when he’s by himself. 

Why are boys more likely to engage in risky and dangerous activities? One reason 
derives from gender differences in the autonomic nervous system, which we’ll discuss 
at length in the next chapter. Risky and dangerous activities trigger a “fight or flight” 
response that gives a tingle, a charge, an excitement that many boys find irresistible. 
“The secret to getting the most fun out of life is: to live dangerously,” Nietzsche 
advised his readers. Nietzsche wasn’t saying that you should live dangerously in order 
to achieve some great goal, or because risk-taking is necessary in order to arrive at 
some other objective. He insisted that risk-taking is fun for its own sake, for the thrill 
of taking the risk. That’s a very male thing to say. As we’ll see in the next chapter, the 
hardwired response to risk and danger is different in girls. 

Lizette Peterson and her associates at the University of Missouri wanted to study sex 
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differences in children’s responses to risky situations. They set up a video game in 
which kids rode a stationary bicycle while watching an interactive video screen. The 
simulation was so realistic that when the bicycle on the screen went under the branch 
of a tree, some kids ducked their heads. Then the kids suddenly confronted a hazard: 
in some cases just a coiled garden hose blocking the path; in other cases, an extremely 
dangerous situation such as an oncoming car swerving suddenly from the opposing 
lane so that the car is about to hit the kid head-on. The bike was wired so that 
Peterson and her colleagues could measure how quickly the kids stepped on the brake 
to avoid a collision. 

Let me tell you one thing: I wouldn’t want to be sitting on the back of a bike if one 
of those boys was riding it. The boys were much slower to brake than the girls were. If 
the simulation had been real, many of the boys would have sustained life-threatening 
injuries. The boys were also more likely to report feeling exhilarated by the simulated 
collision, whereas girls were far more likely to report feeling fearful. 9 

So: one reason many boys engage in physically dangerous activities may be that the 
danger itself gives the activity a pleasant tingle. That’s a tough concept for some 
women to grasp. A mother who warns her son, “Don’t ride your bike off the 
boardwalk. You might get hurt,” has missed the point. Her son knows it’s dangerous. 
He’s riding his bike off the boardwalk because it’s dangerous. 

But there’s another basic reason why boys are more likely to engage in physically 
risky activities. Boys systematically overestimate their own ability, while girls are more 
likely to underestimate their abilities. For example, psychologists at Boston University 
asked a simple question: Why are almost all drowning victims male? They concluded 
that a major contributor was that the men consistently overestimate their ability to 
swim. 10 “I’m strong enough to outswim the current,” a teenage boy may think. By the 
time he discovers his error, it may be too late. Likewise, epidemiologists at the 
University of Pittsburgh have found that males are much more likely to die in 
thunderstorms than females are. Many of those deaths occur when a flash flood blocks 
a road. A female driver, encountering a stretch of road under water, is likely to do the 
sensible thing: turn around and find another way. Male drivers, on the other hand, are 
more likely than female drivers to drive right into the water—and die. 11 

Gender stereotypes may be playing a role here. When kids are asked which child—a 
girl or a boy—is most likely to get hurt when riding a bike, climbing a tree, etc., girls 
and boys agree that the girl is more likely to get hurt. In fact, the reality is just the 
opposite: boys are more likely to get hurt. 12 Most of our entertainment, most of our 
television and movies and novels and stories, and most of our video games show the 
boy saving the girl or the man saving the woman. That kind of cultural programming 
may be partly to blame for boys’ overestimation of their abilities. 

But we should be careful before we march down the same road as those 1970s-era 
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scholars who believed that sex differences derive primarily from cultural influences. 
For one thing, a similar phenomenon—the male taking greater risks—has been 
observed in primates such as monkeys, baboons, and chimpanzees. Anthropologists 
Linda Marie Fedigan and Sandra Zohar wanted to find out why there are so many 
more adult female Japanese macaque monkeys than male monkeys. Although the ratio 
of female to male monkeys is roughly 1:1 at birth, by adulthood there are as many as 
five females for every one surviving male. What happens to all the other male 
monkeys? And why isn’t a similarly imbalanced sex ratio seen in zoos? Fedigan and 
Zohar considered many possible explanations, such as: 

The “fragile male” hypothesis: maybe the males are just more susceptible to 
illness and disease; 

The predator hypothesis: maybe the males are not as good at escaping predators; 

The risk hypothesis: maybe the males engage in more dangerous behaviors; 

The mutant hypothesis: maybe the males are more likely to carry harmful 
mutations (this is actually a variation on the “fragile male” hypothesis). 

After carefully reviewing twenty-one years of data, Fedigan and Zohar found 
support only for the risk hypothesis. “Males are mainly lost to the population because 
of their risk-taking behaviors.” Male monkeys do wild and crazy things, just like 
teenage boys. For example, these researchers found that male monkeys take stupid 
risks around highways: they try to scamper across a highway, only to be crushed by an 
oncoming truck. Female monkeys are much less likely to take the same risks. They 
tend to avoid highways. 13 

These differences appear to be inborn. It’s hard to claim that male monkeys 
overestimate their abilities because they’ve been watching too many James Bond films. 
We have to consider the possibility that the tendency for male primates (including 
humans) to do insanely dangerous things may be innate rather than culturally 
programmed. 


Learned Helplessness 

If you have a son, it’s obvious that you need to understand his motivations, so 
you’ll be able to keep him from riding his bike off a cliff. Parents of daughters need to 
understand this issue, too, from another perspective. Most young girls need some 
encouragement to take risks, the right kind of risks, and to raise their estimation of 
their own abilities. 

Many gender-based inequities persist in our society. Men remain far more likely to 
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be CEOs of major corporations despite the fact that there is now a substantial cohort 
of equally well-trained women. 14 Men are more likely to start their own businesses. 
Men are still more likely to be leading politicians, although women are gaining 
ground. 

Consider the gender gap in income. The average woman in the United States 
working full-time still earns only about 73 percent of what the average man earns. 15 
Some of that difference is explained by differences in occupation. The average software 
engineer with a master’s degree in software engineering earns more than the average 
elementary school teacher with a master’s degree in elementary education. Most 
software engineers are men. Most elementary school teachers are women. 

But even when you control for occupation, education, and hours worked, a 
significant gender gap in pay persists. Men still get paid somewhat more than women 
do for doing the same work, on average, both in the United States and around the 
world. 16 What especially troubled economist Linda Babcock was the finding that the 
trend toward gender equity in pay has reached a plateau. Women made gains from the 
1960s through the 1980s, but there was no significant progress made in the United 
States in the gender gap in pay between 1990 and 2000. 

Professor Babcock studied students graduating from Carnegie Mellon University 
with a master’s degree in a business-related field. She found that the starting salaries of 
the men were about 8 percent higher on average than those of the women: the men 
were paid about $4,000 more. Babcock then looked to see who had asked for more 
money during the job-finding process. It turned out that only 7 percent of the female 
students had asked, compared with 57 percent of the men. Controlling for gender, 
Babcock found that students who asked for more money received a starting salary that 
was $4,053 higher on average than students who didn’t ask. In other words, the 

gender gap could be explained by the fact that the women hadn’t asked for more 
17 

money. 

Asking for more money when you’ve just received a job offer is taking a risk. You 
might give offense to a prospective employer. You might give the impression of being 
greedy. You might conceivably lose the job or start off in your new job on the wrong 
foot. So most women don’t ask. And those that don’t ask, don’t get. 

To be successful, really successful in business or politics, you have to be willing to 
take those kinds of risks. You want your daughter to be able to do that. To take a risk 
when the moment is right. How can you empower her to have that kind of self 
confidence? 

When I was a graduate student in psychology at the University of Pennsylvania 
twenty years ago, I had the privilege of taking several seminars with Martin Seligman, 
who is best known for developing the theory of learned helplessness. Here’s a simple 
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experiment that illustrates his theory: Suppose you take a mouse and give it a really 
fun environment to explore. The mouse gets to burrow through dirt and sand, 
squiggle through narrow tunnels, and jump around in the branches of little plastic 
trees. Dr. Seligman refers to such a mouse as a “master mouse” because that mouse has 
become a master of its environment. 

Let’s suppose you’re not so nice to a second mouse. The second mouse doesn’t get 
to play in the fun environment. Instead, you just squeeze it tight. You hold it. The 
mouse might try to wriggle away, but you don’t let it. You keep holding it tight. You 
do this over and over again, several sessions a day, day after day. The mouse learns that 
no matter what it does, it can’t get out of your grip. Dr. Seligman called that mouse a 
“helpless” mouse. 

Now comes the test. You toss each mouse in a bathtub filled with water. The 
“master” mouse immediately paddles to the side of the bathtub (mice actually can 
swim, a little), scrambles up and out of the bathtub on the little rope ladder you’ve 
hung on the side of the tub, and shakes itself off. 

The situation is dramatically different when you toss the “helpless” mouse into the 
same bathtub. The helpless mouse makes only pathetic and feeble attempts to swim 
out of the bathtub. It flounders for a moment, then sinks. If you don’t reach in and 
pull it out, it will drown. 

Moral of the story: if you have had plenty of experiences exploring new situations, 
facing your fears and mastering them, then you can face new challenges and conquer 
them as well. If you don’t have that experience of taking a risk and succeeding, then 
you won’t be able to summon up your strength when it really counts. That appears to 
be at least as true for people as it is for mice. 

Some scholars have suggested that the way we raise girls in our society may promote 
the learned helplessness that Dr. Seligman documented in laboratory animals. Parents 
in North America and Europe are more likely to shield their girls from risks and less 
likely to praise them for engaging in risky activities such as climbing trees or riding a 
bike hands-free. I myself have observed enormous differences in the way parents 
respond when their child is injured. Let’s say fourteen-year-old Jason injures his back 
playing JV football. He can barely walk. Dad helps his wounded warrior stagger in to 
my office. Dad is concerned, of course, but I also detect a subtle note of pride. “It was 
a goal line stand. They had the ball on our two-yard line. Fourth down. Fourth 
quarter. Jason just threw himself at the running back. Sacrificed his body totally. 
Stopped the other guy cold. We took over on downs and won the game.” I check the 
X rays: everything is fine. Neurological exam is normal. I reassure Dad that Jason just 
has a bad muscle spasm from the injury. I recommend rest, hot baths, and a muscle 
relaxant. Dad’s first question: “So when can Jason get back on the field?” 

I saw a very similar injury last year in a fourteen-year-old girl playing field hockey. 
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Let’s call her Tracy. Tracy also could barely walk. Both Mom and Dad accompanied 
Tracy to my office. Once again the X rays were normal. The neurological exam was 
normal. I reassured the parents that Tracy just had a muscle spasm. I recommended 
rest, hot baths, and a muscle relaxant medicadon, just as I did for Jason. Parents’ first 
quesdon: “Do you think Tracy should give up field hockey? Maybe she’s just not cut 
out for it. Or at least she should take the rest of the season off?” 

The difference in the parents’ reacdon is striking. It’s so remarkable, I’ve begun 
calling parents’ attention to it. “Suppose Tracy were a boy, with the exact same injury. 
Would you be thinking about taking your child out of the sport?” I ask them. “No, 
you wouldn’t,” I say, while they’re still hesitating. “You’d be saying things like, ‘Walk 
it out. Work it out. You can do it.’ ” 

What are good ways to get girls to be more comfortable with risk-taking? Margret 
Pala Olafsdottir, an educator in Iceland, has developed a program for kindergarten-age 
girls that she calls “dare training.” The idea first occurred to her during a field trip for 
girls only. It was a warm day, and some of the girls took off their shoes and socks. On 
an impulse, she encouraged all the girls to take off their shoes and socks and run 
around on the stones and pebbles in the park (you have to wonder whether a teacher 
in our more litigious society would have had the courage). Then she dared them to 
dance. One girl moaned when a stone hurt her foot. “What can we do instead of 
complaining when it hurts?” Olafsdottir asked the girls. “Sing,” suggested one of the 
girls. “And so we did,” Olafsdottir says. “Sang and danced all the way [back to the 
school]—barefooted. We felt like super-women.” 18 

The girls were “joyful and proud that they had discovered a new world,” Olafsdottir 
wrote. Inspired, Olafsdottir hauled mattresses into the girls’ kindergarten. She stacked 
the mattresses on the floor, put a table next to the mattresses, and encouraged the girls 
to jump from the table onto the mattresses, with an invitation to scream as they 
jumped. Because “an important part of the [stereotypical] female role is to keep quiet 
and because noise is not integrated into girls’ play, it became obvious that training in 
making noise and using the voice should be part of the ‘daring’ exercises,” Olafsdottir 
wrote. Soon the girls’ room was almost as loud as the boys’ room. When the girls said 
it was too easy to jump from a table onto a mattress, “we just put another table on top 
of the first one—and at last a chair on top of everything.” 

Once the girls understood that they had a teacher who wanted them to take risks, 
they started creating their own challenges. They tossed raw eggs high in the air and 
caught them without breaking them (sometimes). They squirted each other with water 
pistols. One girl built a high wall out of sponge-foam bricks. “What are you going to 
do?” Olafsdottir asked the girl. “Jump over the wall!” the girl shouted back. The wall 
was obviously too high. But: “How could I destroy her faith after months of 
developing a new self-image?” Olafsdottir asked herself. 
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/ The little girl] climbed up, took a deep breath and jumped directly on to the wall, 
which collapsed. The whole group laughed but our heroine was not sure how she should 
react and looked to me for help. 

Suddenly I remembered everything I had heard about “learned helplessness of girls” and 
how they give up every time they fail. I thought of my own experience of not feeling good 
enough no matter how hard we try, until at last we stop trying, lose our confidence and stop 
taking risks . . . That is how we are kept in the old role of passivity and stoppedfrom trying 
new things . . . [That little girl] had found the perfect way. We have to train away the old 
fear of mistakes that holds us back . . . I gave the girls exactly this speech though in different 
words. 

This story highlights a problem with this approach. If a girl takes a risk and fails, 
she may end up being more risk-averse, not less. Olafsdottir acknowledges this hazard. 
“The feeling of weakness and inability and the tendency to low self-esteem are so 
integrated into girls’ thinking, that [this] training can be counter-productive if we do 
not know exactly what we are doing.” Start with something the girls know they can 
do, then gradually let them build up that wall, stretch their abilities to the limit. Don’t 
throw the mouse in the bathtub until it’s had plenty of experience climbing the little 
trees and squiggling through the tunnels. And when the girls fail and they fall, you 
have to be there to catch them, dust them off, encourage them to try again. 

It’s also important, Olafsdottir found, for other girls to be supportive. That’s one 
reason why she insists on a girls-only classroom for her “dare training.” “The sexes not 
only monopolize space, objects, and roles,” she writes, “they also constantly 
monopolize particular behavior and qualities. Children always gravitate toward 
familiar actions and roles ... [In a class with both girls and boys,] the boys take over 
the equipment and the playground. The boys take over [any activity that involves] 
action, motion, and noise.” By insisting on a girls-only classroom for “dare training,” 
Olafsdottir makes it easier for girls to take risks without fear of the boys making fun of 
them or belittling their achievements. 


The Blessing of a Skinned Knee? 

Let’s go back to Lizette Peterson’s study, where she rigged up a stationary bike so 
kids could “ride” through a hazardous environment. Peterson then asked all the 
parents whether their kids had ever been injured riding a bike, injured badly enough to 
require medical attention. She found that kids who had been injured were less fearful 
doing the simulation than kids who had never been injured—even after controlling 
for the degree of confidence kids felt riding bicycles. She calls this the “invulnerability” 
effect. When a kid has fallen and (let’s say) scraped a knee or gotten a cut, they 
recover. One week later that kid is thinking, “Hey, that wasn’t so bad. I got hurt and 
now I’m fine.” 
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Child psychologist Wendy Mogel has written a charming book called The Blessing 
of a Skinned Knee. Without mentioning the theory of learned helplessness, she points 
out that shielding children from injury makes them more risk-averse. And, letting 
them explore their world—at the cost of a few scrapes and cuts—builds their character 
and gives them self-confidence, resilience, and self-reliance. 19 “What doesn’t kill me, 
makes me stronger,” Nietzsche wrote. 

I agree that a skinned knee can be a blessing. Girls in particular benefit from “dare 
training,” to use Olafsdottir’s term once again. Trying to jump over the wall, and 
failing, and getting bruised, and then discovering that you can get over it is a great way 
to build your daughter’s courage and inner strength. 

I’m not so sure when it comes to boys, though. Many boys are already prewired to 
take risks and enjoy taking risks. Those boys need to be more risk-averse, not less. 

You have to know your child. When it comes to risk-taking, individual differences 
can be huge. I’ve met a girl who rides her ATV down a steep, rugged, heavily wooded 
mountain about five miles north of my office. I know a little boy who doesn’t want to 
finger-paint because he’s worried the paint won’t come off his fingers. Those kids are 
exceptions (and we’ll come back to them in chapter 9). But if your kid doesn’t fit 
gender-typical roles, then you need to modify your parenting accordingly. The girl on 
the ATV could use some of the “hazard precautions” we’ll describe momentarily. The 
boy who doesn’t want to finger-paint could use some “dare training.” 


Hazard Precautions 

What about the boy who gets a thrill out of taking risks? He skateboards down a 
banister. He rides his bike off a brick ledge onto the sidewalk. When the family goes 
to the swimming pool, all he wants to do is run at top speed off the highest diving 
board. You’ve already taken him to the emergency room once, or twice, or three times 
with injuries. Now he’s doing aerial skateboard tricks and asking for skydiving lessons. 
Each year he wants to do something even more hazardous. You have night-mares 
about spinal cord injuries. What to do? 

There are at least three basic principles involved in decreasing the risk of your child 
experiencing a severe injury. The first principle is: remember the “risky shift.” Boys in 
groups do stupid things. Your boy wants a thrill. Great. Take the whole family skiing 
or snowboarding. Insist on everybody having a lesson first, no matter what their level 
of expertise. Taking a lesson from an expert will keep your boy in touch with reality 
and give him a more accurate assessment of his skills. He may think he’s ready to 
tackle the black diamond “expert” slopes. The teacher can show him how he’ll actually 
have more fun and be able to do more on slopes that are better suited to his skill level. 
A family trip to the ski slopes is a much safer undertaking than a group of teenage 
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boys going to the same mountain. 

The second principle is: supervised is better than unsupervised. I’ve seen parents 
who refuse to let their boy play football because they think it’s too dangerous, but they 
allow him to practice his skateboarding with his buddies in the parking lot. I’ve got 
news for those parents: your son is at much greater risk of injury in an unsupervised 
setting with other boys than in any setting where there’s a responsible adult in charge. 
Boys who enjoy taking risks will take risks. Yes, there is a risk involved when your son 
runs out onto a football field. He’s going to collide with players who are bigger and 
stronger than he is. But that risk can be managed. A football practice supervised by a 
competent coach is a much lower risk environment for serious injury than a parking 
lot. Your boy will be safer on a football field than he would be roaming the streets 
with a group of other boys. 

The third principle is: assert your authority. A few years back, Dallas Cowboys 
cornerback Deion Sanders suffered a concussion during a game with the Washington 
Redskins. The team doctor correctly advised Sanders to stay out for the rest of that 
game. When you’ve suffered a concussion, the brain swells just a bit. You may feel 
okay an hour later. But if you’re hit in the head again, the swelling can be massive, 
leading to death in minutes via a process called uncal herniation in which the 
increased pressure causes a piece of the brain to squirt down into the spinal column. 
You need to avoid all sports for at least twenty-four hours. 

Sanders disregarded the doctor’s advice. When he felt better, he went back out on 
the field. When Sanders returned to the sideline, the doctor didn’t scream or yell. He 
simply took Sanders’s helmet and walked away. The doctor kept Sanders’s helmet 
tucked under his arm for the rest of the game. 

That’s a good example of how to assert your authority with a boy who likes to take 
risks. Don’t argue. Don’t negotiate. Just do what you need to do. If you’ve told your 
boy that he’s not allowed to ride his mountain bike without your permission, and he’s 
broken that rule, don’t tell him again. Don’t ask him to “promise.” When his friends 
come by and ask him to go riding, he’ll look like a wimp if he says, “I can’t go because 
I promised my father I wouldn’t.” In the “boy code,” honoring a promise made to a 
parent is a sign of weakness. But the “boy code” respects a heavy-duty woven-steel 
cable lock. 

So, go to the hardware store and buy a sturdy lock. That way, when his friends 
come by and ask him to go riding, he can say, quite honestly, “ I can V. My dad put 
this monster lock on my bike.” When you’ve decided that your son can ride his bike 
again—and you know when, where, and with whom he’ll be riding—then unlock it. 
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4 


AGGRESSION 


Real men like to fight. 


— Gen. George S. Patton, 1944 1 


I enjoy hitting people. 


—Bill Romanowski, linebacker, Oakland Raiders, 2003 2 
The surface of a girlfight can be as silent and smooth as a marble. 


—Rachel Simmons, 2002' 3 


Jeffrey 

Jeffrey, age fourteen, was moody, irritable, and depressed. School annoyed him. 
Sports didn’t really interest him. He didn’t have many close friends. The psychiatrist 
had prescribed an antidepressant plus Ritalin for attention deficit disorder. Even with 
the medication, Jeffrey was still withdrawn and despondent. Getting through the 
school day was a struggle, even though his parents had enrolled him in a private 
academy where the classes were small and the teachers were caring and attentive. 

That summer, Jeffrey’s father arranged for him to spend two months in Zimbabwe. 
(This happened seven years ago, just before Zimbabwe self-destructed.) Jeffrey had 
been hired as an assistant to Cliff, a professional hunter. Cliff makes his living taking 
American and European men into remote areas of Africa to hunt wild game. Jeffrey’s 
parents packed enough medication to last Jeffrey all summer. 

After three days with Jeffrey, Cliff told him to stop taking the pills. “You don’t need 
them,” Cliff said. And he was right—at least as far as hunting in the African bush was 
concerned. Jeffrey could sit for hours, motionless in the tall grass, waiting for prey to 
appear. 

The local Indabelli tribesmen took a liking to Jeffrey. They could see that he was 
different from other American and European tourists. Jeffrey was comfortable with the 
locals, and the locals were comfortable with him. More than anything else, Jeffrey 
wanted to learn to hunt as they did. So they taught him to use their hunting javelin. 

Have you ever tried to hit an archery target using a bow and arrow? Imagine that 
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you are trying to hit that target, but instead of a bow and arrow you have only a 
wooden spear—twice as long as a baseball bat—and you have to throw it at the target 
from a distance of thirty yards. 

After an hour of practicing, Jeffrey told the tribesmen that he was ready to hunt. 
They chuckled and pointed at a grouse about thirty yards away. Jeffrey stared at the 
bird, nodded to himself, then hurled the javelin with all his might. The bird, 
transfixed by the spear, was killed instantly. Everyone was amazed—except for Jeffrey. 

Cliff snapped a picture of Jeffrey standing on a pile of rocks, his arms raised in 
triumph, holding the dead bird in one hand and the javelin in the other. Jeffrey gave 
me a copy of that picture when he came back home. 

“That summer was a turning point,” his mother, Jane, told me later. Jeffrey still had 
to take medication in order to function well in school. But his whole attitude had 
changed and his depression lifted. He no longer saw himself as a failure. “That 
summer gave him confidence,” Jane said. 

Now suppose Jeffrey’s parents had not sent him to Zimbabwe. Suppose they had 
sent him instead to “Camp ADD,” a summer camp where boys diagnosed with 
attention deficit disorder spend their summer working on reading and writing skills. 
There are many such camps today. They’re springing up like weeds. Six weeks indoors 
in July and August. Then you go right back to school in September for more of the 
same. If Jeffrey’s parents had done that, I doubt that he would have grown up to be 
the outgoing and amiable man he now is. 
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Jeffrey 


“Our greatest moment comes when we find the courage to rechristen our ‘evil’ as 
the best within us,” Friedrich Nietzsche once wrote. 4 The same hidden intensity and 
impulsiveness that had been liabilities for Jeffrey at school in Maryland became 
advantages when he was hunting in the wilds of Zimbabwe. The experience of feeling 
himself to be a genuinely gifted and talented hunter changed his whole outlook on 
life. After nailing a grouse at thirty yards when nobody thought he could do it, 
schoolwork didn’t seem so hopelessly difficult anymore. 

Here’s the part that many women have real problems with: if Jeffrey had just hit a 
target on a wall, it wouldn’t have had the same effect. Hitting a target on a wall 
wouldn’t have changed his life. The fact that he had killed a living thing was crucial. 
Most women (and some men) recoil from that idea. And I’m not endorsing it. But the 
reality is that girls and women relate to violence very differently than boys and men 
do. 


Lessons from the Playground 

Ever watch kids playing on a playground? Psychologist Janet Lever spent a whole 
year at elementary school playgrounds, watching girls and boys play. Boys fight a lot, 
she noticed: about twenty times as often as girls do. To her surprise, though, she 
found that boys who fight each other usually end up being better friends after the 
fight. 5 They are more likely to play together in the days after the fight than they were 
in the days before. 

Girls seldom fight, but when they do—often with words rather than fists—the bad 
feelings last. “I hate you! I’m never ever ever going to play with you again!” Katie says 
to Amy, and the older she is, the more likely that she will be true to her word. After a 
big fight between Katie and Amy, “Amy’s group” may not play with “Katie’s group” 
again for the rest of the school year. 

Lever’s reports are similar to what scientists have found with chimpanzees. Male 
chimpanzees are about twenty times as likely to fight as females are, but the fights 
don’t last more than a few minutes and rarely result in major injury. Two male chimps 
who fight each other this morning may be grooming each other this afternoon. 
According to Frans de Waal, a primatologist at the Yerkes Primate Research Center in 
Atlanta, “Picking a fight can actually be a way for [male chimps] to relate to one 
another, check each other out, and take a first step toward friendship.” Female chimps 
rarely fight, but when they do, their friendship is over. The hostility that results can 
last for years. Serious injury is also more likely to occur when female chimpanzees 
fight. Female chimps who have fought one another are “vindictive and irreconcilable,” 
according to Dr. de Waal. 6 
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In our species these differences are apparent as soon as children can talk. Boys as 
young as two years of age, given a choice between violent fairy tales and warm and 
fuzzy fairy tales, usually choose the violent stories. Girls as young as two years of age 
consistently choose the warm and fuzzy stories. 7 In another study, psychologists found 
that five- and seven-year-old girls who prefer violent stories are more likely to have 
significant behavior problems than girls who prefer warm, nurturing stories. However, 
among boys, preference for violent stories is not an indicator of underlying psychiatric 
problems. 8 A preference for violent stories seems to be normal for five- to seven-year- 
old boys, while the same preference in five- to seven-year-old girls suggests a 
psychiatric disorder. 

Psychologists Louise and David Perry interviewed girls and boys (average age ten 
years), asking them how they might respond to certain situations. 9 For example [they 
asked the children], suppose you’re playing soccer with your friends, and some other 
kid comes and grabs the ball from you. Would you hit the other kid? If you did hit the 
other kid, do you think hitting the kid would get you the ball back? And how would 
you feel afterward? Most boys said that they would hit the kid who tried to steal the 
ball. The older the boy, the more confident he was that he would succeed in getting 
the ball back by hitting the other kid. And the boys who said that they would hit the 
other kid also said that they would feel absolutely no guilt about hitting him. “Why 
should / feel guilty? He took my ball!” They were confident that other boys would 
approve of their action. For good reason: Boys who act aggressively usually raise their 
standing in the eyes of other boys, as long as their action is provoked, that is, as long 
as it’s not bullying. 

Girls respond differently. Not only were girls less likely to respond aggressively to 
the kid who stole the soccer ball, they were also more likely to have misgivings about 
responding aggressively and less confident of a successful outcome. They were more 
likely to anticipate feelings of guilt and emotional upset about hitting someone else, 
even in response to the provocation of someone taking away their soccer ball. And, 
they did not expect other girls to approve of their action, even though it was 
provoked. Girls who act aggressively may lower their standing in the eyes of their 
peers. 

There’s good evidence that at least some of these differences are biologically 
programmed. Some of that evidence comes from studies of girls with congenital 
adrenal hyperplasia (CAH). Owing to a genetic defect in the adrenal glands, the 
adrenal tissues of girls with CAH produce high levels of male hormone while the girl is 
still in her mother’s womb. That male hormone partially masculinizes the girl’s brain. 
When young girls who have CAH are offered a toy—given the choice of an airplane, a 
ball, military action figures, Barbie and Ken dolls, or Magic Markers—CAH girls are 
more likely to choose an airplane or a ball or the fighting action figures and less likely 
to choose the Barbie and Ken dolls or Magic Markers, compared with normal girls. 
When CAH girls are tested at age four, they are found to have story preferences about 
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halfway between those of normal girls and normal boys: CAH girls are more likely to 
choose violent stories than normal girls are, but less likely to choose violent stories 
than normal boys are. 10 In fact, the masculinity of a CAH girl’s choice of toy is 
directly proportional to the severity of that girl’s CAH. The more severe her CAH— 
that is, the more male hormone her brain was exposed to before birth—the more 
masculine her behavior and her toy preferences will be. 11 These researchers also found 
no evidence of parental influence on their child’s play behavior. Parents who 
encouraged their daughters to play with more “feminine” toys had zero effect on their 
child’s play behavior. 

Studies with laboratory animals show the same pattern. Among most higher 
mammals, and especially among our closest relatives, the primates, juvenile males are 
more likely to engage in rough-and-tumble play than females are. 12 In one study of 
long-tailed macaques, for example, the “boy” monkeys were six times more likely to 
engage in rough-and-tumble play than the “girl” monkeys were. 13 “Girl” monkeys on 
the other hand are more likely to engage in what primatologists call alloparenAng. 
They’re babysitting. 14 Young female monkeys are far more likely than young males to 
look after a baby monkey, allowing the baby’s mother time off to forage. The mother 
returns to retrieve the baby from the “babysitter” when it’s time for the baby to 
breastfeed. 

Wherever you look among the primates, you’ll find that young females show much 
more interest than young males do in taking care of babies. That’s certainly true for 
baboons, 15 rhesus monkeys, 16 marmosets, 17 and vervet monkeys. 18 It’s also true for 
humans: girls, on average, are much more likely to embrace little babies and be 
interested in babies than boys are. 19 That sex difference is not affected by parents’ 
attitudes toward their child’s behavior. Sons whose parents encourage them to nurture 
babies are no more nurturing than sons of parents who make no such efforts. 20 

One essential premise of evolutionary biology is that if you find a behavior that is 
conserved across many different species within an order (in this case, the primate 
order), then that behavior probably serves some biologically useful purpose. It’s not 
hard to see a biologically useful purpose for young female primates to feel drawn to 
caring for little babies. Formal studies have demonstrated that the more practice a 
young female monkey has taking care of a little baby, the better she will be at doing 
it. 21 

But what about rough-and-tumble play? What evolutionary purpose is served when 
young males chase each other and wrestle, sometimes for hours on end? Primatologists 
have suggested two reasons why young males, and not young females, spend so much 
time engaged in rough-and-tumble play. One reason is that in many primate species— 
including our closest relative, the chimpanzee—the male is much more likely to 
pursue and kill moderate-size prey. The adult male chimpanzee commonly hunts, 
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kills, and eats medium-size animals such as monkeys while the adult female 
chimpanzee very rarely hunts such prey, instead preferring nuts, berries, and 
invertebrate species such as termites. Adolescent male chimpanzees often kill monkeys; 
adolescent female chimpanzees never do. 22 If males and females eat differently, then 
they may benefit from different activities in childhood. If you are going to be chasing 
and killing monkeys for your supper, then you can use all the practice you can get 
chasing and wrestling. 

But there’s another reason, primatologists say, why it’s useful for young males to 
engage in play-fighting. Wrestling and fighting with other males teaches them the 
rules of the game. If young male primates are deprived of the opportunity to fight 
with other males, those males grow up to be more violent as adults, not less. 23 They’ve 
never learned how to get along with other males in a playful, aggressive way. The rage 
seems to get bottled up inside until it explodes. And if it’s true for our cousins, it may 
be true for us. In just a moment we’ll discuss proposals offered by well-intentioned 
reformers to ban dodge ball and even snowball-throwing on the grounds that such 
activities are “violent” and “aggressive.” The irony is that if our sons are anything like 
their primate cousins, such measures may not decrease the likelihood of serious violent 
acts: indeed, it may increase the likelihood of exactly the kind of violent outburst the 
reformers are trying to prevent. 


Affirm the Knight 

Aggression has a different meaning for girls than it has for boys. For many boys, 
aggressive sports—such as football, boxing, wrestling—may not only be fun, they may 
actually form the basis for a lasting friendship. The concept “aggression = fun” doesn’t 
come naturally to most girls. Aggression between girls doesn’t build friendships, it 
destroys them. So it’s hard for girls to imagine any positive consequences from 
aggressive play. 

These differences also affect how children talk with each other, especially with 
same-sex peers. Put a tape recorder in a boys’ locker room and listen to the banter. 

“Your Momma’s so dumb, she thinks Taco Bell is a phone company in Mexico.” 

“Your Momma’s so old, I told her to act her age and she died!” 

“Your Momma’s so stupid, she thinks Fleetwood Mac is a hamburger at 
McDonald’s.” 

When girls and boys interact, styles often clash. A classic example comes from the 
children’s book Anne of Green Gables. Remember how Gilbert teases Anne Shirley, 
calling her “Carrots,” making fun of her red hair? If Anne were a boy, she’d know that 
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the right response would be to make fun of Gilbert. Instead, she misinterprets 
Gilbert’s friendly teasing as being hostile and she keeps silent. She gets angrier and 
angrier until finally she smashes her slate over his head. Having made that violent 
gesture, she doesn’t speak to him again for the rest of the year. 

Incidentally, this example illustrates an important principle: Putting girls together 
with boys creates special risks. Boys often employ aggressive behaviors playfully, as a 
way of making friends. Girls, especially young girls, very seldom do that. The 
proverbial boy pulling on a girl’s pigtail is a boy who is trying to make friends with 
that girl. But his message is misunderstood. Sally doesn’t appreciate having her hair 
yanked. As far as Sally is concerned, Damian is acting like a bully. Explanations don’t 
help much. “Well, Sally, when Damian yanks on your hair, that means he likes you.” 
Sally may not believe you. She may still regard Damian’s behavior as hostile and ill- 
intentioned. If she does believe what you say, then she may conclude that Damian is a 
creature from another planet. What a stupid way to behave! If you like somebody, 
why would you yank on their hair? 

Differences between girls and boys are natural. Those differences should be 
acknowledged, accepted, and exploited for educational purposes. Instead, many 
educators today seek to eradicate gender-specific behaviors. In particular, they don’t 
like “aggressive” play. In the past ten years, many school districts— including my 
home district of Montgomery County, Maryland— have banned kids from playing 
dodgeball on school playgrounds in the belief that dodgeball encourages violent 
behavior. 24 

Some schools are taking these prohibitions to the extreme, banning even games like 
tag. “Body contact is inappropriate for recess activities,” explains Doris Jennings, 
principal of Woodlin Elementary School in Silver Spring, Maryland. 25 Other school 
districts threaten expulsion for kids who throw snowballs. 26 

The basic premise underlying the arguments against dodgeball and throwing 
snowballs is: if you prevent kids from playing aggressive games, then kids will be less 
aggressive. In fact, there is no evidence that preventing kids from acting out their 
aggression in healthy ways will diminish or eliminate their aggressive impulses. 
Instead, prohibiting these activities may actually increase the likelihood that the 
suppressed aggression will manifest itself in less healthy ways. “You can try to drive out 
nature with a pitchfork, yet nature will always return,” according to the old Latin 
proverb. 27 Research bears this out. According to psychologist and criminologist Edwin 
McGargee, three-quarters of all murders are committed not by overtly aggressive 
people, but by quiet, seemingly well-behaved men who have never found a safe or 
appropriate outlet for their aggression. 28 

The solution to taming a boy’s aggressive drive is NOT to squelch the drive every 
time it appears. Banning dodgeball from the schoolyard makes as much sense as 
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Prohibition. Instead, you want to transform the boy’s aggressive drive. Sublimate it 
into something constructive. Julie Collins, a counselor at a high school I visited, 
explains it this way: “You can’t turn a bully into a flower child. But you can turn a 
bully into a knight.” 

Her motto: Affirm the knight. 

Here is a true story that exemplifies Julie Collins’s principle. A small town in rural 
Illinois was being terrorized by a local gang of teenage thugs. Storekeepers who refused 
to pay tribute in the form of free drinks or other goodies saw their stores vandalized. 
One storekeeper made a wager that his clerk could beat the gang leader in a fight. The 
gang leader accepted the challenge. 

Most of the town turned out to watch the fight. The storekeeper’s clerk and the 
gang leader fought each other, hitting and grunting and shoving, for what seemed like 
hours. Finally the clerk backed away and proposed that they call it a draw. “The fight 
ended in friendship,” we are told, and the clerk “not only earned the group’s respect 
but became their informal leader.” The name of the storekeeper’s clerk was Abraham 
Lincoln. 29 

In 1831 the town organized a militia to fight in the Black Hawk War. The militia, 
comprised mainly of the young gang members, elected Lincoln to be their captain. 
They remained loyal to him throughout the next thirty years as he rose from 
storekeeper’s clerk to president of the United States. 30 

This archetypal-but-true story of the young Abe Lincoln resonates with ancient 
traditions of male friendship. “The youthful leader often establishes his authority by 
besting the strongest young tough in the neighborhood,” one writer observes. “King 
Arthur beats the undefeated Lancelot, and Robin Hood knocks Little John off a 
bridge with a blow from his staff.” 31 I would add that this tradition is even more 
ancient than King Arthur and Robin Hood. It goes back to the very roots of the 
recorded history. The Epic of Gilgamesh, dating back roughly five thousand years, 
begins with a similar fight between Gilgamesh and Enkidu. As in all these stories, the 
two protagonists become close friends after the fight. Indeed, the fight somehow 
consecrates the friendship and makes it lifelong. 


The PainStation 

Two German college students, both young men, recently attracted media attention 
for inventing a modified video game they call the PainStation. The video game 
portion of the device is fairly simple: it’s a version of the old video game Pong, a sort 
of computerized table tennis. When you play the game on the PainStation, though, 
the machine itself will inflict pain on you. The machine can hurt you in three ways: it 
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can give you a jolt of electricity, or slash your hand with a little whip, or blast your 
hand with intense heat. If you withdraw your hand from the PainStation, you’re safe 
from the pain—but you lose the game. 

“It’s fun,” explained coinventor Volker Morawe in an interview with National 
Public Radio, “because you play against your opponent, and you will see him 
suffering, and the next time you will suffer.” 32 

A British firm expressed interest in marketing the game until they learned that the 
little whip can actually draw blood. “If you dropped the whip and you kept the shock 
and the heat, do you think you could get a big-time marketer for this product?” asked 
the (female) interviewer. 

“If you take away the pain, where is the concept?” responded coinventor Tilman 
Reiff. “If the PainStation does not force you to quit playing, the whole game gets 
stupid.” 

The female interviewer was baffled by the appeal of the game. “Are you targeting 
your game to sadomasochists?” she asked. “I mean, who’s interested in doing this?” 

“A lot of people!” Reiff answered. 

“Is this an acquired taste, or do you think you can really sit down and have fun 
getting hurt?” she asked. 

“Some people play it once and never play it again,” said Reiff. “Other people, they 
play it once and they can’t stop playing. They come back even though their hand 
looks really bad already. They still keep playing.” 

“Why?” she asked, perplexed. 

“If there’s danger involved, it’s way more fun. It’s a big thrill,” Reiff explained. 
“Also winning is way more fun if it’s combined with pain.” 

Some boys will actually spend money to play a game in which a computer zaps 
them with electricity, whips their hand, or blasts them with heat. Very few girls will 
seek to play the same game. One reason for that sex difference may simply be that 
boys don’t feel pain in the same way that girls do. 

Twenty years ago, psychologists knew that girls and women appeared to be more 
sensitive to pain than boys and men are. Back then, though, most psychologists 
believed that the apparently greater female sensitivity to pain was a product of societal 
expectations. Men and boys claimed not to feel pain because they wanted to look 
tough, these psychologists thought. “We teach boys not to cry. We tell them it’s not 
manly to show pain. So, of course, men are less willing to acknowledge pain than 
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women are,” these psychologists said. “They feel the pain just the same as women do. 
They’re just less willing to admit it.” Psychologists assumed that there were no 
fundamental sex differences in the perception of pain. 

That assumption was wrong. In the past twenty years it’s become clear that there 
are fundamental sex differences in the perception of pain: not just in humans, but in 
laboratory animals as well. The difference is especially large with regard to what 
scientists call stress-induced analgesia. Scientists have found that when you stress an 
animal in the laboratory—say, by immobilizing it—and then you subsequently test 
that animal’s sensitivity to pain, you will find that the animal is much less sensitive. 
But that phenomenon is seen primarily in males. Females of all mammalian species 
studied so far show this effect to a much lesser extent. In some cases, exposure to stress 
actually makes females more sensitive to pain. 33 

Human females as well as female laboratory animals do demonstrate pregnancy- 
induced analgesia. If you test a woman’s sensitivity to pain late in her pregnancy, you 
will find that she is significantly less sensitive to pain than when she is not pregnant. 
For example, a mild electrical shock that she might find very painful when she is not 
pregnant may be barely perceptible when she’s in her third trimester. 34 That numbing 
of pain is nature’s way of making pregnancy and the birthing process a little more 
bearable. And, it may explain the action of one pain medication—alphaxalone— 
which is “for women only.” Alphaxalone is a non-narcotic pain reliever based on the 
female hormone progesterone. It’s four times more effective in females than in 
males. 35 

In 2003, two different groups of researchers—one at the University of Texas at 
Austin, the other at the University of California at San Francisco—identified another 
factor underlying sex differences in pain perception: the cellular mechanism that 
mediates pain sensation is structurally different in males compared with females. 36 Dr. 
Igor Mitrovic, the lead author of one of the two studies, suggested that these sex 
differences may lead to the development of other pain relievers specifically for 
women. 37 These pills might have the potential to be more effective than current “one- 
pill-fits-both-sexes” pain medications. 

The same jolt of electricity, the same blast of heat, will be experienced differently by 
girls and boys. The girl will experience more pain. This fundamental sex difference in 
sensory perception, mediated at the cellular level, may conceivably play some role in 
boys’ greater willingness to risk pain. If you’re a boy, the Pain Station just isn’t as 
painful. 


Fight or Flight? 
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Seventy years ago, physiologist Walter Cannon studied the hormonal response of 
animals to stress and confrontation. He didn’t want to bother with the hormonal 
fluctuations of female estrus and menstrual cycles, so he studied only male animals. 
Cannon described the cascade of hormonal responses to stress: increased heart rate, 
dilated pupils, a surge of adrenaline in the blood, all mediated by that division of the 
autonomic nervous system known as the sympathetic nervous system. Because these 
responses prepare the animal to fight or run away, Cannon named this cascade the 
“fight or flight” response. 

Incredibly, researchers who followed up on Cannon’s work continued to study only 
male animals. UCLA professor Shelley Taylor has estimated that roughly 90 percent of 
all scholarly work on hormonal responses to stress has been done exclusively on male 
animals (including humans). 38 Scientists assumed that males and females were wired 
the same way. It never occurred to those (male) scientists that females might be 
different. Nobody studied women. 

We now know that females are wired to respond to stress in a different way than 
males are. Dozens of studies over the past twenty years have consistently shown 
dramatic sex differences in the bio behavioral response to stress. The female 
autonomic nervous system has been shown to be influenced more by the 
parasympathetic nervous system, which is energized by acetylcholine rather than 
adrenaline and which causes an unpleasant, nauseated feeling rather than the “thrill” 
of the sympathetic nervous system. 39 

When most young boys are exposed to threat and confrontation, their senses 
sharpen and they feel an exciting tingle. (In chapter 9, we’ll consider boys who are 
exceptions to this rule.) When most young girls are exposed to threat and 
confrontation, they feel dizzy and “yucky.” They may have unaccustomed trouble 
expressing themselves with just the right words. They may experience nausea or an 
urge to use the bathroom. 

Bottom line: many young boys get a thrill from violent or quasi-violent 
confrontation. Most young girls don’t. Some ten-year-old boys will spend their last 
nickel to play video arcade games in which enemies are shooting at them. Few ten- 
year-old girls find simulated combat worth spending their last nickels on. 

I’m not saying that girls are never violent, just that girls seldom enjoy physical 
violence the way boys do. Girls are violent in their own way. We’ll get to that in a 
minute. 


Fight Club 

Reporters recently have picked up on a popular phenomenon sweeping the United 
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States: backyard wrestling. Teenage boys assemble a wresding ring with rope and 
plywood and mattresses. Like-minded boys meet to pummel each other. There are 
now over a thousand such organizations in the United States, with names like the 
Backyard Brawlers (New York), Backyard Hardcore Wresding (Crawford, Colorado), 
and the Real Wresding Federation (Ventura, California). “Yeah, sure, we’re getting hit 
in the head with chairs and getting cut and everything, and bleeding, but . . . we’re 
still having fun,” said Chris Jackson. 

“The pain they inflict actually bonds them to one another,” remarked NPR reporter 
Alix Spiegel with a touch of amazement in her voice. As you might expect, these 
impromptu wrestling matches do build friendships between boys. “Some of the kids 
are like brothers almost, you know?” said one participant. “I’ve become very close to 
some of them,” he continued. “It’s like that movie Fight Club. What can you say 
about yourself if you’ve never been in a fight?” 40 

I’m not endorsing backyard wrestling. It’s unsupervised and dangerous. But it’s also 
exactly what you can expect some boys to do when other venues for aggressive sports 
are closed. I’ve already mentioned the fact that many schools now prohibit activities 
such as dodgeball and throwing snowballs. Across the United States the physical 
education curriculum is shifting away from traditional sports in favor of aerobic 
activities such as riding a stationary bicycle or jogging. 41 Advocates of this shift point 
out that competitive sports have winners and losers, and often involve an aggressive 
component. Nobody’s a loser if you’re just riding a stationary bike. But people who 
make that argument don’t understand that many boys need the aggressive element 
found in sports such as basketball and soccer. The result of the shift away from 
competitive sports to aerobics is that boys who aren’t athletic enough to make the 
team now have no socially acceptable outlet for their aggressive impulses. 


Grand Theft Auto 

What do you do if your son wants to energize his sympathetic nervous system, to 
get his fix of tingles, by playing a violent video game? Grand Theft Auto, referred to by 
teenage boys as GTA, is one of the most popular games in the ultraviolent genre. You 
play the part of an excon who has to reestablish his reputation as a tough guy. You 
steal cars, run over pedestrians, and kill people. You can have sex with a prostitute, 
then shoot her in the head and take your money back while blood oozes from her 
head and she moans in agony. Police officers are the enemy. The more police you kill, 
the better—if you can get away with it. 

The most successful installment of GTA, entitled “Vice City,” sold 1.4 million 
copies—at $50 each!—in its first week alone, and $400 million worth of product in 
its first year. That’s roughly the same amount of money that the movie Titanic earned 
in its first year. 
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Do not buy this game for your son. Don’t buy any video game that employs what I 
call a “moral inversion”—where good is bad and bad is good. Playing those games for 
hours on end can warp your mind. If your son absolutely has to play violent video 
games, choose something like SpyHunter instead. In SpyHunter, you’re a James Bond 
sort of character, assigned missions such as escorting diplomats to embassies while 
various enemies try to shoot you and the diplomat you’re escorting. In other missions, 
you’re trying to destroy interballistic missiles in their silos or save a crowd at a stadium 
by disarming a hidden explosive device before it goes off—all while the bad guys are 
shooting at you and you’re shooting back. You lose points if you kill or injure a 
civilian. You can’t just fire your weapon blindly. You have to avoid the civilians (who 
become more numerous as you advance in the game) and make sure you’re right on 
top of the bad guy before you fire. I’ve played both SpyHunter and GTA “Vice City” 
and I can tell you, those two games leave a very different residual in your head. After 
playing GTA “Vice City,” when you see a real police car, you really do feel a 
momentary impulse to shoot or run away. 

Stay involved. Your son needs to know that you’re aware of every video game he’s 
playing. Sit down and play with him. If the violence and gore turns your stomach, tell 
your son that you’re going to toss that game in the garbage can. 

Better yet, get your son away from video games altogether and toward real-life 
aggressive games such as football and ice hockey. Playing a violent sport like football 
or lacrosse can build many virtues in a boy: courage, physical endurance, and 
camaraderie, among others. No video game can do that. 

Boys who need an aggressive outlet need an aggressive outlet. That’s not as obvious 
as it might seem. Parents—mothers in particular—may find it hard to understand 
how any human being could get a thrill out of shooting someone in the head at close 
range, even if only in a computer simulation. But many boys do get a thrill out of 
simulated violence. If your son is one of those “real boys” who needs some kind of 
aggressive outlet, does he have one? Have you ever encouraged him to try out for 
football or ice hockey? If not, why not? Do you think those activities are too 
dangerous or violent? On the contrary, the greatest health risk facing American 
children today seems to be inactivity. According to the Centers for Disease Control, 
boys today are four times more likely to be overweight than thirty years ago. 42 Thirty 
years ago there was no Internet, there were no video games, and most of the fun things 
to do were outdoors. Channeling your young son’s aggressive impulses into football 
and soccer may be a better choice—just in terms of his physical health—than almost 
any indoor recreational activity you can name. 


Violence, Girl Style 

Mary is the mother of fifteen-year-old Julie. Mary recently told me how Julie came 
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home from her riding lesson with a funny look on her face. Over supper, Mary asked 
what was wrong. 

“Nothing,” Julie said. 

“Come on. You’re upset. Tell me.” 

Julie looked as though she might cry. “It’s all the girls at the barn. They hate me.” 

“That’s silly. They’re some of your best friends,” Mom said. 

Julie said nothing. She gripped her spoon and looked at her soup. 

“You all went out together last Saturday, to the horse show and then to dinner 
afterward,” Mary reminded her. “You told me you all had a great time. That was just 
five days ago. What makes you think they don’t like you all of a sudden?” 

“The moment I walked in the barn. They were all talking about me. As soon as they 
saw me they stopped,” Julie said. 

“How do you know they were talking about you?” Mom asked. 

Julie rolled her eyes. “It’s obvious,” she said. She stirred her still-untasted soup. 
“They all hate me now. I said hi to Lisa and she acted like I wasn’t even there. Lisa, of 
all people! Can you believe that? If it weren’t for me, Lisa wouldn’t have a single friend 
at the barn. She wouldn’t even be at the barn.” Tears welled in Julie’s eyes. “It’s all 
Karen’s fault. Karen hates me. She’s always hated me. She’s jealous of me because I’m 
a better rider and I have a nicer horse. And now she’s gotten the other girls to be mean 
to me.” 

Next morning, Julie announced she didn’t want to ride anymore. She’d been riding 
since she was six years old. “Don’t make me go back to that barn,” she begged her 
mother. 

Many parents in this situation might make the mistake of assuming that the 
problem is all in their daughter’s head. They think that because the signs of aggression 
are absent, nothing is really going on. Don’t be deceived. Odds are your daughter is 
right. 

Girls and boys fight differently. Boys can be mean to one another, but the meanness 
is usually right there on the surface. Riley puts a wad of sticky used chewing gum on 
Mike’s seat at the cafeteria table when Mike isn’t looking. Mike sits down, realizes he’s 
got somebody else’s chewing gum on his butt, and looks around to see who did it. 
Somebody points at Riley. Mike hauls off and slugs him. The two boys roll on the 
floor, hitting and kicking, until Mike pins Riley down. The teachers pull them apart 
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and send both of them to the principal’s office. One day later, Mike and Riley may be 
sitting together at lunch—better friends than they were before. 

Provocation, leading to a violent response, followed by resolution. That’s the 
pattern with many boys. But that simple pattern is rare among girls. “The surface of a 
girl fight can be silent and smooth as a marble,” observes Rachel Simmons. 43 Tension 
can arise so subtly that even the girls themselves sometimes can’t honestly tell you how 
it started. A violent response is seldom appropriate and seldom made, because the 
provocation may be hard to define: 

She ignored me in the hall even after I said hello to her. 

She sat with Karen instead of me at lunch, and she knows Karen hates me. 

She sighed when I spoke up in English class, like I had said something stupid. 

Tensions can simmer and build for weeks or months, corroding a friendship until 
there is no friendship left. 

Simmons uses the phrase “alternative aggression” to describe these ongoing wars 
among adolescent girls. It’s a useful term because it reminds us that these ongoing 
tensions are a form of aggression. Parents sometimes don’t recognize the damage that 
alternative aggression can cause. For one thing, the perpetrator is often a “good girl,” 
polite to adults and clever at hiding her traces. A girl who victimizes other girls in this 
manner is often the most socially skilled and may even be one of the most popular girls 
—just the opposite of the typical boy bully. 

Girl bullies are different from boy bullies. Boys who bully are often pathetic 
characters themselves. The male bully may have few friends, may be socially inept, 
may not be doing well in school. He picks on his victim as a way of improving his 
own status, at least in his own eyes. “I can’t be the most contemptible person in the 
school if Tyler is terrified of me,” he thinks. But he probably doesn’t know Tyler very 
well. His bullying is motivated not so much by anything Tyler has done or said, but 
by his own insecurities, his vague hope that he will feel better by making someone else 
miserable. He may also hope to ingratiate himself with other boys by picking on the 
victim. “When an unpopular kid is harassed by someone from a popular crowd, 
wanna-bes and posers may take the incident as a signal that their own status can be 
improved by going after that victim,” observes Professor John Bishop of Cornell 
University. 44 

The situation is almost completely reversed for girls. Whereas boys typically bully 
kids they barely know, girls almost always bully girls within their social group. These 
girls are intimate enemies. They know each other. They know where it hurts most. 45 

Here’s a summary: 
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GIRLS who bully typically ... 

1 a 

BOYS who bully typically ... 

have many friends 

have few friends 

are socially skilled 

' are socially inept 

1 

act in groups to isolate a single girl 

act alone 

are doing well in school 

t 

are doing poorly in school 

know the girls they are bullying 

don’t know the boys (or girls) they bully 


So what do you do if you discover that your daughter is the “odd girl out,” the girl 
who’s being ignored and ostracized by other girls? Start by taking the problem 
seriously. Don’t dismiss or minimize it by telling her she’s just imagining things. 
Maybe she is being oversensitive, but it pays to make sure. When did the problems 
begin? Who are your daughter’s “enemies”—who’s taking part in the campaign 
against her? What might be motivating those girls? Remember that other girls might 
ostracize your daughter not because of something bad she’s done, but because she 
prompts other girls’ envy. As Simmons observes, “The girls who get ostracized are 
usually the ones who have what most girls are expected to want: looks, the guy, 
money, and cool clothes.” Make an appointment to talk face-to-face with the guidance 
counselor at the school—this is too important for a phone call. Sometimes the 
counselor really knows the situation at the school. Sometimes, unfortunately, the 
counselor is clueless. Either way, you need to be sure that the counselor understands 
your level of concern. 

Consider signing your daughter up for after-school activities that would involve her 
with a different group of girls. Team sports are one option, if she is so inclined. Dance 
or drama may be a good choice. Or horseback riding, or swimming. Of course, girls in 
these other activities can be just as prone to cliques and rivalries as the girls at her 
school. But girls need connection with other girls. By showing your daughter that you 
understand her situation and that you’re taking the problem seriously and doing your 
best to help—instead of trying to talk her out of it— you’re already helping her feel 
better. 

In extreme cases you may need to talk with your daughter about other options. Ask 
her how she would feel about transferring to another school. If you’re in the public 
school system, the guidance counselor can often facilitate this transfer. That’s another 
reason why you’ll want to be in touch with the guidance counselor throughout the 
process. Sometimes a transfer can be accomplished seamlessly over a semester break. 

Watch for signs of clinical depression. If your daughter is crying uncontrollably, if 
she’s lost interest in doing the things she used to enjoy, or if (God forbid) she starts 
talking about suicide, then you should seek professional help. The experience of being 
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shunned by other girls can precipitate full-blown clinical depression, with the 
associated risk of suicide. Don’t hesitate to schedule a consultation with a qualified 
psychologist or psychiatrist if you have any doubt. 
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5 


SCHOOL 

Girls don’t receive their fair share of education. Teachers of good intention respond to hoys 
and teach them more actively, but. . . while the teachers are spending time with hoys, the 
girls are being ignored and shortchanged. 


—Myra and David Sadker, 1994 1 

A review of the facts shows boys, not girls, on the weak side of an educational gender gap. 
Boys, on average, are a year and a half behind girls in reading and writing; they are less 
committed to school and less likely to go to college. 


—Christina Hoff Sommers, 2000 2 


Both girls and boys are being shortchanged. 

—Jackie Woods, president, American Association of University Women, 2002' 3 


Melanie 

Melanie was an academic superstar all through high school. In eleventh grade she 
took Advanced Placement (AP) English, AP Spanish, AP American history, and AP 
biology as well as trigonometry. Not only did she get straight A’s that year, she also 
really seemed to enjoy each class. She was especially interested in the environmental 
science unit of her biology class. Her biology teacher, Ms. Griffith, recognized 
Melanie’s talent and encouraged her. With Ms. Griffith’s help, Melanie devised a 
science project to test and correlate levels of pollutants in samples of water taken from 
the Potomac River at different points, from Harpers Ferry in West Virginia all the way 
down to Georgetown and Anacostia in Washington, D.C. Her project won second 
place at an environmental science fair. “You’re more than just smart,” Ms. Griffith 
told Melanie after the fair. “Lots of scientists are smart. The great scientists are those 
who have imagination.” Melanie beamed. 

At Ms. Griffith’s suggestion, Melanie signed up to take AP physics in her senior 
year. Ms. Griffith assured her she wouldn’t have any problem. “Physics will come 
naturally to you,” Ms. Griffith said. “You have an analytical mind.” 

The first day of physics class seemed to go okay. The instructor, Mr. Wallace, 
plunged right in, presenting formulas and equations relating distance, velocity, and 
acceleration. At the end of class, as students were standing up and gathering their 
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books to leave, he called out, “First seven problems in chapter 1, due tomorrow” (the 
class groaned), “in writing, show your work, make it neat, hand them in at the start of 
class!” 

Melanie looked at the problems that evening. The first five weren’t too difficult. 
The last two were harder. They didn’t seem to fit any of the formulas in the book. 

That semester, Melanie was also taking AP Spanish, AP English, AP European 
history, and AP calculus. She had homework assignments in each of those subjects 
already as well. She wrote out the answers to the first five physics problems. Then, 
rather than waste time trying to figure out the two remaining problems, she decided to 
do her homework in her other subjects, and to meet with Mr. Wallace for help during 
her morning study period. 

She didn’t have any trouble finding Mr. Wallace during second period the next 
morning. He was in the physics lab, checking the equipment for the first experiment. 
She introduced herself, and then asked: “About the homework assignment, I had a 
question. The first five problems were pretty easy, but I had trouble with the last two. 
They didn’t fit any of the problems that were solved in the chapter. Like the problem 
where the boy is trying to catch the bus. The bus is pulling away from the bus stop, 
it’s accelerating at a constant rate, which means that its speed is increasing, and we’re 
supposed to figure out whether the boy can catch the bus, and if so how long it will 
take him to catch up with the bus ...” She paused to give Mr. Wallace a chance to say 
something, to suggest how to solve the problem. 

Mr. Wallace said nothing. He glanced at her, then looked out the window. It was 
almost as though he hadn’t heard anything she had said. 

“Would you like me to show you the problem?” she asked, taking her book out and 
flipping to the page. 

He shook his head. 

“It’s right here on page twenty-two,” she began. 

Mr. Wallace interrupted. “I think maybe you’re in the wrong class,” he said. 

“What?” Melanie asked. 

“Physics isn’t for everybody,” Mr. Wallace said. “Ms. Griffith told me what a 
hardworking student you are. In subjects like biology, students who work hard will do 
well. But physics is different. Either you have the right kind of mind for it or you 
don’t.” 

“But you don’t even know me,” Melanie protested. “How do you know what kind 
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of mind I have?” 


“I just don’t want you to hurt your grade point average,” Mr. Wallace said. “Ms. 
Griffith told me that you’re a straight-A student, that you might be the class 
valedictorian. I’d hate for you to lose that by staying in this class.” 

“You’re saying I should drop this class?” Melanie said in disbelief. “After one day? 
One homework assignment? Which we haven’t even discussed yet?” 

Mr. Wallace nodded. “I’m sorry,” he said. 

Melanie slammed her book shut and left the room without another word. She 
wanted to go to Ms. Griffith and ask: What is wrong with this guy? Or maybe she 
would go to the school counselor and complain. 

But she did neither. Instead, she dropped the course. “If he doesn’t want me in his 
class, then I don’t want to be in his class,” Melanie told me later. “I mean, what if he 
gives me a lower grade just because he doesn’t like me? I have to think about my 
college transcript. I don’t want a B on my transcript in the last semester that colleges 
will see.” 

Some people would say that this incident illustrates the way in which sexist male 
teachers drive well-qualified girls out of physics classes. Those critics would point to 
the fact that Melanie was one of only six girls in a class of twenty-three students as 
evidence that the school was biased against girls taking physics. Those critics might 
also mention the fact that the homework problems in this particular textbook refer to 
boys, almost never girls, chasing after buses, hitting baseballs, driving race cars, and so 
on. 

That analysis has some merit, but I don’t think it’s the whole story, in part because 
I know Melanie. Melanie was a victim, yes, but not primarily a victim of sexism. She 
was more a victim of Mr. Wallace’s lack of understanding of the differences in how 
girls and boys learn. Here’s my assessment of what happened and why. 

First, here’s the “why”: girls and boys have different educational styles, and different 
expectations for the teacher-student relationship. Because teachers are often unaware 
of those differences, male teachers especially often misunderstand and misinterpret the 
behavior of their female students. Most girls will naturally seek to affiliate with the 
teacher. They expect the teacher to be on their side, to be their ally. Most girls won’t 
hesitate to ask the teacher for help when they need it. Educational researchers have 
consistently found that girls are more concerned than boys are with pleasing the 
teacher and more likely than boys to follow the teacher’s example. 4 Remarkably, a 
similar finding has recently been described in our closest genetic relative, the 
chimpanzee. In 2004, anthropologists who had spent three years observing 
chimpanzees in the wilds of Tanzania reported sex differences in learning similar to 
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what we see in human children. Girl chimps follow their teacher’s example—in this 
case, regarding the proper way to dig for termites—while boy chimps completely 
disregard the teacher, preferring to do it their own way—or they ignore the teacher’s 
example altogether and go off to swing from a nearby tree or wrestle with another 
male chimp. The boy chimps are consequently much slower to master the task than 
the girls are. 5 

Sex differences in how students relate to their teacher give rise to sex differences in 
motivation to study and in the weight that students give to their teacher’s opinions. As 
a result, according to educational psychologist Eva Pomerantz, girls are at greater risk 
of being harmed by a negative assessment from a teacher: 

Girls generalize the meaning of their failures because they interpret them as indicating 
that they have disappointed adults, and thus they are of little worth. Boys, in contrast, 
appear to see their failures as relevant only to the specific subject area in which they have 
failed; this may be due to their relative lack of concern with pleasing adults. 6 

Girls are more likely to do their homework even if the particular assignment doesn’t 
interest them. Girls want the teacher to think well of them. Boys on the other hand 
will be less motivated to study unless they find the material intrinsically interesting. 
Likewise, most boys will consult the teacher for help only as a last resort, after all other 
options have been exhausted. 

Mr. Wallace was a student himself once, of course. When he was a student, he 
probably had the typical male study pattern. Most likely he studied alone, asking the 
teacher for help rarely and only after he had agonized for hours over a problem. When 
Melanie asked him for help on the second day of class, he probably assumed that she 
had been working on the problem for hours. He knew from Ms. Griffith that Melanie 
was a smart, hardworking student. He thought: If this smart, hardworking student has 
worked on this problem for hours and she still can’t figure it out, then she probably 
doesn’t belong in my class. When he suggested that she drop the class, he was sincerely 
trying to act in her best interests. 

If Mr. Wallace had taken a few minutes to ask Melanie how much effort she had 
put into solving the problems on her own, he would have realized his mistake. She 
hadn’t spent even five minutes on those problems. However, Mr. Wallace and 
Melanie would still have had to reconcile their conflicting educational styles. If she 
had explained to Mr. Wallace that she was asking him for help before making a 
sustained effort to solve the problem on her own, he would have been surprised, even 
annoyed. He might conclude that maybe she wasn’t such a hard worker after all. 
Melanie would most likely have sensed his annoyance and been irked by his response. 
“Why shouldn’t I ask the teacher for help? Isn’t that what the teacher is there for? Why 
should I waste hours working on the problem the wrong way, when the teacher can 
show me the right way?” That’s what other girls have told me in similar situations. 
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Melanie went on to get straight A’s again that semester. She was accepted at her 
first-choice school, the University of Maryland. I hear from her mother that Melanie is 
majoring in marketing. There’s nothing wrong with marketing, except that Melanie 
never expressed any interest in it when she was in high school. She was really on fire in 
that biology class. I can’t help wondering whether she might have gone on to become 
the great sciendst Ms. Griffith predicted she could be, if only her high school physics 
teacher had known more about the different educational styles of girls and boys—if he 
had encouraged her instead of pushing her out the door. 


Face-To-Face, Shoulder-To-Shoulder 

Friendships between girls are different from friendships between boys. Girls’ 
friendships are about being together, spending time together, talking together, going 
places together. Friendships between boys on the other hand usually develop out of a 
shared interest in a game or an activity. We might characterize the difference this way: 
girls’ friendships are face-to-face, two or three girls talking with one another. Boys’ 
friendships are shoulder-to-shoulder, a group of boys looking out at some common 
interest. 7 

Conversation is central to girls’ friendships at every age. Girlfriends love to talk with 
each other. When they start having trouble talking, the friendship is in trouble. The 
mark of a truly close friendship between two girls or two women is that they tell each 
other secrets they don’t tell anyone else. They confide in each other about their most 
personal doubts and difficulties. Self-disclosure is the most precious badge of friendship 
between females. When she tells you a secret she’s never told anyone else, then you 
know that you are truly her dear friend. 

Boys are different. Most boys don’t really want to hear each other’s innermost 
secrets. 8 With boys the focus is on the activity, not on the conversation. Four boys can 
spend hours playing a video game without exchanging a single complete sentence. 
You’ll hear screams of agony and shouts of exultation, but you may not hear much 
that qualifies as conversation. 

Girls’ friendships then are more intimate and more personal than most boys’ 
friendships. That has advantages and disadvantages. The advantage of course is that 
each girl derives strength from the intimacy of the friendship. When a girl is under 
stress, she looks to other girls for support and comfort. When girls are under stress, 
they want to be with their friends more. When boys are under stress, they usually just 
want to be left alone. 9 (Many mothers don’t know about these differences. When a 
mother sees that her son is under stress, she often tries to comfort him. Almost 
invariably she will be rebuffed.) Psychologist Shelley Taylor, who has specialized in the 
study of gender differences in the response to stress, summarizes her findings this way: 
“Women maintain more same-sex close relationships than do men, they mobilize 
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more social support in times of stress than do men, they turn to female friends more 
often, and they report more benefits from contact with their female friends and 
relatives.” 10 


Girls' Friendships Have Distinct Values and Exhibit Different 
Dynamics Compared with Boys' Friendships 



Girls 

Boys 

Friendships form among ... 

Two or three girls 

Two to twelve boys 

Friendships focus on ... 

Each other 

A shared interest in a game 
or activity 

Games and sports are ... 

An excuse to get together 

Central to the relationship 

Conversation is ... 

Central to the relationship 

Often unnecessary 

Hierarchies. .. 

Destroy the friendship 

Build and organize 
camaradene 

Seff-revelation is.. . 

A precious badge of 
friendship 

To be avoided if possible 


These differences are relevant to education for many reasons, chief of which is that 
girls and boys relate to teachers differently. For most boys, being friends with a teacher 
is a sure sign of geekdom. Professor Bishop at Cornell University writes: 

In the eyes of most students, the nerds exemplify the “I trust my teachers to help me learn ’ 
attitude that prevails in most elementary school classrooms. The dominant middle school 
crowd is telling them that trusting teachers is baby stuff. It is “us” [the boys] versus “them” 
[the teachers]. 

Friendships with teachers make you a target for harassment by peers. . . . Boys are not 
supposed to suck up to teachers. You avoid being perceived as a suck-up by avoiding eye 
contact with teachers, not raising one’s hand in class too frequently, and [by] talking or 
passing notes to friends during class (this demonstrates that you value relationships with 
friends more than your reputation with the teacher). 11 

Girls are less likely to think friendship with teachers equals geekiness. On the 
contrary, a girl student may actually raise her status in the eyes of her friends if she has 
a close relationship with a teacher—especially if the teacher is young, “cool,” and 
female. I know of a young teacher at an all-girls school who occasionally invites two or 
three girls in her class to go to the movies with her. Being invited to see a movie with 
that teacher is a major status booster. (Being friends with a teacher is less likely to 
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boost a girl’s status if the teacher is male, as other girls may suspect that she is using 
her sexuality to get a better grade.) With boys, it’s different. A boy who is buddy- 
buddy with the teacher does not thereby raise his stature in the eyes of his peers. On 
the contrary, being friends with the teacher can lower a boy’s status in the eyes of other 
boys. 

Girls are more likely to assume that the teacher is an ally and a friend. Boys are less 
likely to make that assumption. So, when encountering difficulties, girls are more 
likely to consult the teacher early. Boys, as I said a moment ago, usually consult the 
teacher only as a last resort. And girls are much more likely than boys are to ask a 
teacher for advice about personal matters, totally unrelated to the academic material. 

Continuing with our discussion of friendship: girls’ friendships work best when the 
friendship is between equals. If you’re a girl or a woman and you think your friend 
believes herself to be “better” than you, then your friendship with her is not likely to 
last. Boys on the other hand are comfortable in an unequal relationship, even if they 
are the lesser party. The third-string linebacker may enjoy being the best buddy of the 
star quarterback. He may not resent the quarterback’s higher status. He may even try 
to magnify his friend’s status in the eyes of others. This male characteristic has roots 
that go very deep. If you know the stories of Gilgamesh and Enkidu, Achilles and 
Patroclus, David son of Jesse and Jonathan son of Saul, or for that matter Don 
Quixote and Sancho Panza, then you’ve heard this story before. Those friendships 
were not less strong because of the difference in status between the friends. On the 
contrary, the hierarchical character of the relationship defined and even ennobled the 
friendship. “Jonathan and David made a pact because Jonathan loved David,” we read 
in 1 Samuel. Not because David loved Jonathan. “Jonathan took off the cloak and 
tunic he was wearing and gave them to David, along with his sword, bow, and belt. . 
.” Jonathan said to David, “You are going to be king over Israel and I shall be second 
to you.” 12 Jonathan’s dream was a world in which his hero, David, would be king and 
he, Jonathan, would be the king’s right-hand man. 

These differences explain a useful tip that several teachers have shared with me. If 
you’re working with a girl, smile and look her in the eye when you’re helping her with a 
subject. That gives her nonverbal reassurance that you like her and you’re her friend. 
Too many teachers (especially men) don’t make eye contact with their female 
students. “I asked him a question, and he answered it, but he just seemed to be talking 
into empty space. He didn’t even look at me,” said one girl. “He didn’t care about me. 
It was almost like I wasn’t even there.” 

If you’re working with a boy, sit down next to him and spread out the materials in 
front of you, so you’re both looking at the materials, shoulder-to-shoulder. Don’t hold 
an eye-to-eye stare with a boy unless you’re trying to discipline him or reprimand him. 
Don’t smile. “Whenever that old witch smiles, it gives me the creeps,” one boy told 
me. “When she smiles, she looks like the evil lady in 101 Dalmatians. She looks at me 
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like I’m one of those Dalmatians.” 


Another application of these differences is that small group learning is a good 
teaching strategy for girls, but seldom for boys. How come? 

First reason: Girls are more comfortable asking the teacher for help when they need 
it. If you give four girls a group assignment, you can be confident that if they get 
stuck, at least one of them will come to you for help. 

Not so with boys. If four boys get stuck, there’s no guarantee that any of them will 
ask the teacher for help, unless one of the boys is a geek, and even geeks know that 
asking the teacher for help lowers their status in the eyes of the other boys. If the boys 
get stuck, they may just throw spitballs and get rowdy instead of asking for help. 

That leads us to a second reason why small-group self-directed learning works for 
girls but not for boys. Boys can raise their status in the eyes of other boys by 
disrupting the teacher’s program. If the teacher breaks the class into small groups and 
two boys in a group of four start being disruptive, those boys raise their status in the 
eyes of at least some of the other boys in the room, no matter how puerile their 
behavior. (Incidentally, the word puerile is derived from the Latin word puer, meaning 
young boy. There is no pejorative word corresponding to the Latin puella, young girl.) 
That’s what education writer Elinor Burkitt was trying to communicate when she 
wrote that “teen culture celebrates public displays of contempt for education and 
authority,” which if unchecked will cause the class to disintegrate into “total 
anarchy.” 13 


Hearing the Difference 

In chapter 2 we noted that girls hear better than boys. Anytime you have a teacher 
of one sex teaching children of the opposite sex, there’s a potential for a mismatch, if 
only in decibel level. If a male teacher speaks in a tone of voice that seems normal to 
him, a girl in the front row may feel that he is yelling at her. 

I talked with Melanie around Thanksgiving of her senior year. That’s when she told 
me the story about Mr. Wallace advising her to drop the course on the second day of 
school. I asked her how she felt about a teacher telling her to drop a class for no good 
reason. 

“No big deal,” she said. “I don’t think I could have put up with Mr. Wallace for 
very long, anyhow,” she added. 

Why not, I asked. 
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“He was a shouter,” she said, “That one day I was in his class, he was shouting right 
in my face. I wanted to put my hands over my ears.” 

Recall our discussion in chapter 1 of the misdiagnosis of attention deficit disorder. 
Some boys diagnosed with ADD may just need the teacher to raise her voice a bit. 
This fundamental fact is not taught in most schools of education. When I speak to 
teachers, they are fascinated to learn that girls and boys do indeed differ in their ability 
to hear. Experienced teachers often figure this out on their own—after five or ten 
years of teaching. One veteran teacher told me that she puts the boys in the front of 
the class and the girls in back. That’s pretty much the opposite of how girls and boys 
normally seat themselves. In most classes you’ll have two or three academically 
talented boys sitting in the front row, the rest of the boys at the back, and the girls in 
the middle. That’s the “natural” way for kids to seat themselves, because most girls 
like to affiliate with the teacher and most boys don’t. (In chapter 9 we’ll talk about the 
two or three boys who do.) 


The Teacher’s Guilty Secret 

The differences in girls’ and boys’ ability to hear is one hardwired reason why both 
girls and boys are shortchanged by gender-neutral education. Another reason has to do 
with differences in the way girls and boys respond to threat and confrontation. 

“I really yelled at one of my students one day,” middle school teacher Tina Spencer 
confessed to me. “I was just so frustrated with him, because Sam is a smart boy, but he 
just wasn’t doing the work. He never did the homework. So one day I just lost it. I 
really let him have it. I yelled at him, in class, in front of the other students. I didn’t 
mean to but I did. 

“Right afterward, I was worried he’d never speak to me again,” Tina said. “I 
expected to get an angry phone call from the parents. But the next day, Sam turned in 
his homework perfect and on time, for the first time ever. He even asked me whether I 
would like to look at his collection of baseball cards. Those baseball cards are his most 
prized possession. He’d never shown them to me before. 

“Then three weeks later, the parents finally did call,” Tina told me. “I was so 
nervous! I was sure they were going to be angry with me for screaming at their son. 
But they weren’t. They were calling to thank me. They didn’t seem to know anything 
about that episode. They wanted to know what magic I had used to get Sam so 
energized about his schoolwork. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t feel I could tell 
them what really happened.” 

That kind of confrontational, in-your-face approach would be precisely the wrong 
approach to use with most girls. “If I had done that with a girl, I’m sure she wouldn’t 
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have spoken to me for the rest of the semester, at the very least,” adds Ms. Spencer. 
Teachers report more success with girls when they use a supportive, non 
confrontational approach. 

Laboratory animals also exhibit sex differences in learning under stressful situations. 
Professor Tracey Shors and her colleagues at Rutgers, Princeton, and Rockefeller 
University have demonstrated that stress improves learning in males while it impairs 
learning in females. 14 “Exposure to the stressor had diametrically opposed effects” on 
learning in females compared with males, Professor Shors has reported. 15 She has also 
shown that exposure to stress enhances the growth of neural connections in the male 
hippocampus while it inhibits growth of connections in the female hippocampus. 
Shors has conclusively demonstrated that the beneficial effect of stress on learning in 
males depends on prenatal masculinization of the male brain. 16 

Reports like these prove that there are innate differences in how females and males 
respond to stress. I still hear educators insist that if we just raised girls to play with 
trucks and boys to play with dolls, then most differences in how girls and boys learn 
would just go away. Laboratory animals don’t get to play with trucks or with Barbies, 
so it’s hard to use that argument to explain Professor Shors’s findings. And if female 
laboratory animals learn differently than male laboratory animals do, isn’t it reasonable 
to look for sex differences in how human children learn? 

Professor Shors’s work also ties into what we discussed earlier about gender 
differences in response to stress. Many young boys are energized by confrontation and 
by time-constrained tasks. Few young girls will flourish in high-pressure, do-it-in-five 
seconds-or-you-lose formats. What application does that have for the schoolroom? 

Recently I had the privilege of sitting in on Trent Anderson’s seventh-grade English 
class at Stuart Hall for Boys, an all-boys school in San Francisco. Mr. Anderson had 
divided the class into teams. They had to answer questions about John Steinbeck’s The 
Pearl. 

“What did the doctor give Coyotito after Coyotito began convulsing? Team A!” 

The boys in Team A huddled, whispering frantically. “Some white powder?” one 
boy said at last. 

“NO!” Mr. Anderson said. “Team B!” 

The boys in Team B whispered to one another. “A capsule? A capsule of medicine?” 
another boy ventured. 

“NO!” Mr. Anderson said. “Team C!” 

The boys in Team C talked with one another for a few seconds. “A few drops of 
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ammonia, diluted in water,” a boy said. 

“YES!” Mr. Anderson said. All the boys in Team C high-fived each other and 
cheered. Then Mr. Anderson began calling on a particular boy from each team in 
turn. The team’s score goes up or down depending on whether the boy knows the 
answer. All the boys are called on at least once. That means it’s not enough to have 
just one guy on your team who knows the book well. Everybody has to know the book 
or your team will lose. So the boys work together. They collaborate as a team to win 
the competition. 

I’ve seen similar tactics used in other all-boys classrooms. Sometimes the teacher 
will put a ticking timer at the front of the class, allowing just ten or fifteen seconds for 
each answer before the timer emits a loud buzz. Sometimes Mr. Anderson will award 
certificates for a free pizza to the winning team. Other times he may announce that 
the winning team doesn’t have to take the quiz on the book; all members of the 
winning team get an automatic A. The boys will study the material just because they 
don’t want to let their teammates down. 

This approach is not as useful for girls. Fewer young girls will get excited about the 
opportunity to shout out answers to questions in a time-constrained way. Girls are 
more likely to regard such an exercise as silly. Older girls will complain that the 
exercise forces them to focus on small details from the book when they’d rather talk 
about larger themes. 

Amy Van Dragt—who teaches at an all-girls school, also in San Francisco—told me 
about her routine on test days. “I have the girls start by taking their shoes off, 
relaxing,” she said. “We sit in a circle and just help each other chill for a few minutes. 
Then I pass out the tests. But I never use timed tests,” Ms. Van Dragt said. “I let each 
girl have as long as she needs.” 

“What happens if all the other girls have finished, and one girl still needs more 

• -O) 

timer 

“Then I give her more time,” Ms. Van Dragt said. 

I think that makes sense. After all, in real life very few tasks are truly time- 
constrained in the sense that a few minutes matter. Unless you’re a professional athlete 
or a soldier or a pilot, in most adult jobs if you need five or ten or fifteen more 
minutes to figure out the answer to a question, you can take that time. Ms. Van Dragt 
is de-stressing her classroom, by removing the time constraints and having the girls 
kick off their shoes. That’s a good way to keep stress from impairing the girls’ test 
performance. 

Rule of thumb: moderate stress improves boys’ performance on tests—the boys do 
better than you might expect—whereas the same stress degrades young girls’ 
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performance on tests (this effect may be smaller in adult women than it is in school- 
age girls). 17 Differences in the effect of stress on test performance may explain one of 
the most robust findings in educational testing: namely, that girls on average don’t do 
quite as well as you might expect on standardized tests such as the SAT, based on their 
grades in school. The girl who gets straight A’s in school doesn’t necessarily get a 
perfect score on the SAT or even a score above the ninetieth percentile. Conversely, 
boys often do better than you would expect on time-constrained, stressful standardized 
tests such as the SAT. “That boy is so smart when he takes those standardized tests, 
but he just doesn’t apply himself in class or when he’s supposed to be doing his 
homework. He rarely gets anything better than a B.” 


A Different Sequence 

In chapter 1, I related how—ten years ago—I started seeing a wave of young boys 
flooding my office. Each boy’s parent carried a note from somebody at the school 
(teacher, guidance counselor, reading specialist) suggesting that Justin or Brett or 
Carlos or Simon might have ADD. I evaluated each of these kids to determine 
whether each one met the criteria for ADD. Some kids did meet the criteria; others 
did not. I’ve already mentioned how some of the boys who were sent to my office with 
a presumed diagnosis of ADD actually were normal boys who were sitting in the back 
of a class in which the teacher was a young woman who didn’t talk very loud. 

But there was another important difference that the school was overlooking. Girls 
and boys differ in their developmental timetables. Those differences in brain 
maturation are detectable while the baby is still in its mother’s womb. 18 

The differences are larger and more complex than you might expect. Researchers at 
Virginia Tech examined brain activity in 508 normal children—224 girls and 284 
boys—ranging in age from two months to sixteen years. This study, the largest and 
most carefully executed of its type, demonstrated that various regions of the brain 
develop in a different sequence in girls compared with boys. It’s not correct to say, 
“Boys develop along the same lines as girls, only slower.” The truth is more nuanced. 
These researchers found that while the areas of the brain involved in language and fine 
motor skills mature about six years earlier in girls than in boys, the areas of the brain 
involved in targeting and spatial memory mature about four years earlier in boys than 
in girls. These researchers concluded that the areas of the brain involved in language, 
in spatial memory, in motor coordination, and in getting along with other people 
develop in a “different order, time, and rate” in girls compared with boys. 19 

Their conclusion—that different areas of the brain develop in a different sequence 
in girls compared with boys—is supported by other studies looking at specific skills in 
young children. Researchers in France watched two-year-olds building bridges out of 
blocks. At that young age, they found that a boy is about three times more likely than 
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a girl to be able to build a bridge out of blocks. 20 On the other hand, researchers at 
Wellesley College found that three-and-a-half-year-old girls could interpret facial 
expressions as well as or better than five-year-old boys could. 21 So it’s too simple to say 
that boys mature more slowly than girls do. Boys mature faster than girls in some 
areas, slower in others. 

This leads us to another important point. Sex differences in childhood are larger and 
more important than sex differences in adulthood. By thirty years of age, both females anc 
males have reached full maturity of all areas of the brain. When people over thirty 
years of age think about their own experience as adults, they may not see enormous sex 
differences in how women and men learn new material or master new tasks. So some 
adults assume that if they’re not seeing big differences in how adult women and men 
learn to do new things, then there probably aren’t big sex differences in how six-year- 
old girls and boys learn. That assumption is wrong. 



frontal 

cortex 


superior 
temporal cortex 

Girls, age 12 



sensorimotor 
cortex 


cortex 


In girls, the superior temporal cortex and the frontal cortex mature earlier than areas 
involved in visuospatial processing and targeting. In boys, the areas of the brain 
involved in visuospatial processing and targeting develop earlier than other areas of the 

brain. 

Thirty years ago, when kindergarten was all about finger painting and singing 
together and playing duck-duck-goose, sex differences in brain maturation didn’t 
matter as much. Thirty years ago, kindergartners weren’t expected to sit in chairs and 
do pencil-and-paper exercises all day long. First-graders had to do that, but 
kindergarten was more about socialization, about learning to get along with other kids. 
Thirty years ago, the primary mission of kindergarten was to acclimate the kid to 
school, not to get a jump start on academics. 

No more. Today, educators throughout North America make no apologies for the 
academic character of the twenty-first century kindergarten. The curriculum of 
kindergarten today is essentially the first-grade curriculum of thirty years ago. 22 The 
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objective of kindergarten today is simple: achieving literacy and numeracy. While that 
sounds good, there’s a problem. Many five-year-old boys just don’t have the fine 
motor skills necessary to write the letters of the alphabet. Remember that the Virginia 
Tech researchers found that boys are years behind girls in the development of the area 
of the brain responsible for fine motor skills. In the jargon of educational psychology, 
the objectives of today’s academically oriented kindergarten are not developmentally 
appropriate for many kindergarten boys. 

The unspoken assumption behind the push to teach reading and writing in 
kindergarten is that earlier exposure will guarantee improved performance. But that 
assumption is valid only if what you’re teaching is developmentally appropriate for 
your students. If you try to teach your seven-year-old kid to drive a car, you won’t end 
up with a better driver. Starting kids reading before they’re ready to read can actually 
boomerang and turn them off to reading. 

When I share this with kindergarten teachers, they often respond, “Oh, we 
understand that! We understand that not every five-year-old is ready for reading, not 
ready for paper-and-pencil exercises and all that. We customize what we do to each 
child’s individual needs.” 

That sounds nice. But what does it really mean in practice? What it actually means 
is that many modern kindergartens are divided in two. Over here, with the teacher, are 
the kids who can handle the academic curriculum of today’s accelerated kindergarten. 
These kids are sounding out words, writing short sentences, remembering to put a 
capital letter at the start of the sentence and a period at the end. This group is mosdy 
girls with a few precocious boys. 

Over there are the kids who aren’t ready to handle the accelerated academic 
curriculum. Those kids are playing with blocks or putung together puzzles—activities 
most of us recognize as traditional kindergarten activities from our own childhood. 

A five-year-old boy may not be very good at fine motor skills such as writing the 
letters of the alphabet, and he may not be developmentally ready to learn about vowels 
and consonants. But there’s one thing most five-year-old boys are very good at: 
figuring out that they’ve been put in the “dumb group.” And they don’t like it. 

That’s what happened to Matthew, the boy whose story opens chapter 1. Before 
starting kindergarten, Matthew had always been the star, the leading player in the 
drama of his life. “He was always ready to try anything,” his mother told me. “Last 
July, I suggested to my husband that we paddle a canoe across the Potomac, at 
White’s Ferry. My husband didn’t want to. But Matthew did, so we rented a canoe, 
just me and five year-old Matthew, and we had a great time. The rental place gave him 
this little plastic paddle. He loved it. He talked about it for days afterward. But now 
it’s different. It’s like he’s turned into a completely different kid. He never used to 
throw temper tantrums before, but he’s throwing a tantrum almost every morning 
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now, for no reason, refusing to get dressed, refusing to go to school. I have to carry 
him kicking and screaming into the car, and then drag him from the car into the 
school. You’d think they were torturing him or doing something horrible. But they’re 
not. I’ve sat in on his kindergarten and there’s nothing wrong with it. The teacher is 
wonderful, in fact. She’s very gentle, very patient. I’ve talked with her many times 
now, and she’s reassured me that this is nothing unusual. She keeps saying I shouldn’t 
worry. But I’m still concerned. Matthew’s starting to hate school.” 

While Matthew’s reaction was extreme, many studies now have shown that when 
the main emphasis in kindergarten is on learning to read at the expense of other less 
structured and more developmentally appropriate activities, many boys tune out and 
turn off. Those boys develop negative feelings toward school that are likely to persist 
and color the child’s entire academic career. 23 Deborah Stipek, now dean of the 
School of Education at Stanford University, has shown that boys who fail to do well in 
kindergarten develop “negative perceptions of competence,” and those negative 
attitudes are “difficult to reverse as [they] progress through school.” 24 

When Matthew’s mother, Cindy, told me how her son was throwing a tantrum 
every morning, I advised her to take him out of kindergarten and put him back in 
preschool. This is the educational equivalent of a medical emergency, I told her. One 
more month in that kindergarten and his whole attitude toward school might be 
irreparably damaged. 

Cindy refused. She kept saying, “But he’s bright. Who’s ever heard of a bright child 
flunking out of kindergarten?” 

He’s not flunking out, I said. This kindergarten is just not developmentally 
appropriate for him. 

Cindy insisted on keeping Matthew in kindergarten. A month later she told me that 
the problem had been solved: Matthew wasn’t throwing tantrums anymore. The 
teacher said that he was behaving better in class. 

One year later Mom was back with Matthew, now in first grade. This time Cindy 
had one of those papers from the school. “Matthew is inattentive and easily distracted 
in class . . . Would you please evaluate to determine whether Matthew might meet 
criteria for ADHD [attention deficit hyperactivity disorder] . . .” And of course the 
teacher was absolutely right. Matthew was inattentive and easily distracted in class. He 
was now firmly convinced that school was just one big bore, an annoyance to be 
endured for a few hours each day until that wonderful moment when school let out 
and he could go home and do all the fun things he enjoyed. As far as Matthew was 
concerned, each day really began only when school ended. 

“What’s your favorite thing to do at school?” I asked. 
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“Recess,” he said. 

“What’s your next favorite thing at school?” I asked. 

“Lunch,” he said. 

There are no good choices for parents at this point. “Retention in grade,” holding 
Matthew back a year, won’t solve the problem at this stage. You’ve already missed 
your best chance. There’s a big difference between delaying a child’s entry to 
kindergarten versus his repeating first grade a year later. Studies have shown that if you 
delay entry into kindergarten for a boy like Matthew, he’ll do much better than if you 
start him at age five; but if you let him start kindergarten when he’s not ready for it, 
and then you make him repeat first grade when the time comes, he may do worse than 
if you didn’t make him repeat. 25 The stigmatizing effect of having to repeat a year of 
school has a long-lasting effect that is not easily purged. The boy labels himself as 
“dumb,” and he believes that label, and no amount of talking on your part will change 
his mind. 

Mom and I weren’t getting along at this point, so I referred Matthew to a child 
psychiatrist. The psychiatrist said that Matthew had ADHD and depression. He 
prescribed Ritalin and Prozac. When that didn’t help, the specialist switched Matthew 
to Adderall and Wellbutrin. That didn’t work either. The following month Matthew 
slapped a student in his first-grade class, resulting in a two-day suspension. When the 
psychiatrist heard about that, he added clonidine, a sedative, assuring Mom that the 
new medication would prevent Matthew from acting out. So now six-year-old 
Matthew was on three medications. 

Matthew’s story is all too common today. A report published in 2003 found that 
the proportion of young children on antidepressant medications has more than tripled 
in the past ten years. 26 We’re not talking now about medications for ADHD such as 
Ritalin and Adderall, we’re talking about medications for depression, such as Prozac, 
Zoloft, Paxil, Celexa, Lexapro, Wellbutrin, Pamelor, Elavil, and so forth. I have to 
wonder how many of these young children, boys especially, are depressed because 
they’re trapped in a school that just is not geared to their needs. And they have no way 
out. 


Girls Are Shortchanged, Too 

When I speak to groups about differences in how girls and boys learn, I talk so 
forcefully about the harm done to boys in an overly academic kindergarten that I am 
often pegged as a “boys’ advocate.” But girls are being shortchanged as well, although 
the effects show up differently. The failure of schools to recognize differences in how 
girls and boys learn affects each sex at different ages. Boys are harmed most in 
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kindergarten and the early elementary years. 

For girls, the negative effects of gender-blind education become manifest in the 
middle school and high school years. Gender-blind education leads paradoxically to a 
strengthening of gender stereotypes, with the result that fewer girls take courses in 
physics, computer science, trigonometry, and calculus. 

Why is gender-blind education harmful to girls? To understand the answer you 
have to know more about the differences in how girls and boys learn. Sex differences 
in learning aren’t confined to differences in hearing, or differences in responses to 
confrontation, or differences in developmental timetables. There are consistent and 
significant brain-based sex differences in how girls and boys learn geometry and how 
they understand literature. Let’s look more closely now at gender differences in how 
girls and boys learn geometry and number theory. 

Recall our discussion of gender differences in how females and males give 
directions. In chapter 2 we learned that girls are more likely to use visible landmarks 
whereas boys are more likely to use compass directions: north, south, east, west. 
Psychologist Deborah Saucier and her colleagues wanted to see whether females could 
use the male-typical strategy (compass directions), and whether males could use the 
female-typical strategy (landmarks). They recruited students and divided them 
randomly into two groups. Both groups had the same task: to find an unknown 
location on campus, using directions provided by Dr. Saucier. In one group, both the 
females and the males were given direcdons in terms of landmarks. “Go straight down 
this road until you get to the small house with the green door. Then turn right and 
walk down the sidewalk until you get to College Avenue. Make a left onto College 
Avenue,” and so forth. In the other group, both the women and the men were given 
compass directions: “Go north one block, then turn east and walk two blocks, then 
turn north,” and so forth. 

The results were dramatically different. When women and men were both required 
to use compass directions, the women made many more errors than the men did, and 
the women took substantially longer to get to the target than the men. But when the 
volunteers were given visible landmarks rather than compass directions, the women 
did much better: the women made fewer errors than the men did and reached the 
target faster. When the researchers assigned a similar task using a video game, the 
differences were even more dramatic: women did much better using landmarks rather 
than compass directions whereas men did better using compass directions instead of 
landmarks. 27 

What’s going on in the brain during these tasks? Georg Gron and his colleagues at 
the University of Ulm in Germany rigged up a nifty video game apparatus to answer 
that question. They created virtual reality goggles that allowed volunteers to play a 
video game while lying in an MRI brain scanner. In the video game the volunteer was 
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trying to find a way out of a maze. 



^-male 


Males outperform females on spatial tasks when the task is framed in Euclidean terms 
(north, south, east, west); females outperform males when the task is geared to 
landmarks. Note the large differences between the sexes and the small variation within 

the sexes (from Saucier et ah, 2002). 

Their findings: females and males use completely different areas of the brain for the 
spatial task. Women use the cerebral cortex to solve the maze. You’ll recall that the 
cerebral cortex is the most advanced area of the brain. We use our cerebral cortex for 
talking, for understanding, indeed for most of our interactions with the outside world. 
Men, on the other hand, do not use the cerebral cortex during the spatial task. 
Instead, they use the hippocampus, a phylogenetically primitive area of the brain that 
is prewired for spatial navigation. 28 

The unique function of the hippocampus was first demonstrated in the 1970s by 
John O’Keefe and Lynn Nadel. These neuroscientists demonstrated that the 
hippocampus functions as a cognitive map. 29 They found they could map an animal’s 
environment right onto the animal’s hippocampus. When the animal moved in a 
straight line north to south across a room, the locus of activity in the hippocampus 
moved “north to south” as well, so to speak, tracking the animal’s movement. 
Research over the subsequent three decades has confirmed O’Keefe and Nadel’s 
hypothesis: The hippocampus is prewired to function as a dedicated microprocessor 
for spatial geometry, at least in males. O’Keefe and Nadel studied only male laboratory 
animals. 
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Remarkably, scientists have found sex differences in the performance of laboratory 
animals on spatial tasks that are similar to sex differences found in humans. Female 
laboratory animals use landmark cues while males use Euclidean cues (“compass 
directions”). 30 Scientists have even proven that female laboratory animals use the 
cerebral cortex for spatial tasks while male laboratory animals use the hippocampus 31 
—just as Dr. Gron’s group showed to be the case in humans. Again, in view of the sex 
differences in how female and male laboratory animals navigate mazes, it’s hard to 
argue that similar sex differences in humans are created by human culture. These 
differences are genetically programmed, not culturally constructed. 

These differences also have major implications for teaching, especially for math and 
geometry. As I said, the hippocampus is an ancient nucleus buried deep in the brain, 
with no direct connections to the cerebral cortex. And that’s the nucleus boys use for 
math problems. That may help explain why boys are comfortable with math “for its 
own sake” at a much earlier age than girls are. You can fascinate a group of twelve- 
year-old boys by getting them to think about transcendental numbers such as <J) 
(pronounced “Fie,” not to be confused with 71). Here’s a good way to introduce <J) to 
twelve-year-old boys. 

Fm thinking of a number between 1 and 2. 

The reciprocal of that number is equal to that same number minus 1. 

We can write that statement in equation form, like this: 

1 /x = X - 1 

Can you tell me what number Fm thinking of? 

Some boys may think this is an easy problem. They’ll call out answers. “It’s IV 2 ,” 
one boy might say. But that’s not the right answer. The reciprocal of IV 2 is and 
does not equal V 2 A ;which is 1 /2 minus 1). 

After a couple of minutes, one of the boys will figure out that the equation above 
can be simplified if you multiply both sides by x, yielding: 

1 = X 2 - X 

Subtracting 1 from both sides yields: 

x 2 - x - 1 = 0 
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You can then use the quadratic formula to solve for x: 


x = (1 ±VS)/2 

We’re looking for a number between 1 and 2, so we choose the positive solution: 

= (1 +VS)/2 

= 0.5 + 1.11803398874989 . .. 

= 1.61803398874989 . . . 


You can tell the boys that mathematicians refer to this number as O. Sure enough, 
this number <J) has the characteristic we were looking for: the reciprocal of this 
number exactly equals this number minus 1: 

1/1.61803398874989 . . . = 0.61803398874989 . . . 

Now you change the subject (or appear to change the subject). You tell them about 
the Fibonacci series. A Fibonacci series is formed by adding two numbers to yield a 
third number, and reiterating the process to form a sequence. The simplest Fibonacci 
sequence is: 


1 + 1=2 
1+2 = 3 

2 + 3 = 5 

3 + 5 = 8 
5 + 8 = 13 
8 + 13 = 21 
13 + 21 = 34 

This yields the series: 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, 89, 144 . . . 

Now, ask your boys to take each number in the Fibonacci series and divide it by the 
number before it, starting with 3, and list their answers. 
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3/2 = 1.5 
5/3 = 1.666 .. . 

8/5 = 1.6 
13/8 = 1.625 
21/13 = 1.61538 . . 
34/21 = 1.61905 . . 
55/34 = 1.61764. . 
89/55 = 1.61818 . . 
144/89= 1.617977 
233/144= 1.61805 


Now you can point out to the boys (if they haven’t noticed already) that this 
process seems to be converging on O. Why is that? you ask them. While they’re 
thinking about that, show them a pentagon with a triangle inscribed in it. Have them 
look at the triangle. Let them know that the side of the triangle is exactly equal to 0 
times the length of the base. Why is that? Why does 0 keep popping up where you 
don’t expect it? 


A 



AB/BC - PHI 

While the boys are pondering this question, you can step over to the girls’ 
classroom to cover the same material. But to get girls the same age- excited about 
“pure” math and geometry, you need to connect it with the real world. Remember 
that in girls, geometry and “pure” math functions appear to be localized in the cerebral 
cortex, the same division of the brain that mediates language and higher cognitive 
function. So you need to tie the math into other higher cognitive functions. Here’s 


88 




how you might teach the same lesson about and Fibonacci numbers to girls. You’d 
begin by explaining how a Fibonacci series is formed: 


1 + 1 = 2 

1 + 2 = 3 

2 + 3 = 5 

3 + 5 = 8 
5 + 8 = 13 
8 + 13 = 21 
13 + 21 = 34 


And so forth. You write down the first twelve numbers in the Fibonacci series: 1,1, 
2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, 89, 144 ... In preparation for this session, you’ve already 
asked your girls to bring in any of the following: artichokes, sunflowers, pineapples, 
pinecones, delphiniums, black-eyed susans, field daisies, African daisies, and 
Michaelmas daisies. Start with the flowers. (We start with flowers not because flowers 
are “feminine” but because it’s easier to count the number of petals on a flower than it 
is to count the rows of bracts on a pinecone.) Count the number of petals. You’ll find 
that the number of petals is almost always a number in the Fibonacci series: 8 petals 
for delphiniums, 13 for double delphiniums, 21 for black-eyed susans, 34 for field 
daisies, 55 for African daisies and Michaelmas daisies. 32 

Then you can move on to the artichokes, sunflowers, pinecones, and pineapples. 
These are more complicated. In these, you’re studying the number of rows, or bracts, 
rather than the number of petals. The number of rows counted vertically or obliquely 
will, again, be a number in the Fibonacci series. You can get more examples like these 
from the book Fascinating Fibonacci by Trudi Hammel Garland. Older girls may 
enjoy Fhe Golden Ratio: Fhe Story of PHI, the World’s Most Astonishing Number by 
Mario Livio. Or you might even let them read Dan Brown’s suspense thriller Fhe Da 
Vinci Code and challenge them to verify or invalidate each of the many claims made in 
that book about O and the Fibonacci series. Show them examples of natural 
phenomena that manifest ®, such as a dying leaf or a spiral nebula. At this point you 
might also mention the fact that 


4> - 1 = l/4> 


But don’t expect the girls to ooh and aah over that fact the way the boys do. 
Twelve-year-old girls are likely to be more interested in the real-world applications of 
number theory than in remote abstractions. That difference reflects the fact that the 
girls are using the cerebral cortex while the boys are using the hippocampus. The girls 
are also more likely to be interested in the beliefs of the ancient Pythagoreans 
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regarding the magical and mystical properties of O. 

Now these girls will start asking questions. Why do numbers in the Fibonacci series 
keep showing up when you count the petals on a delphinium or the bracts on a 
pinecone? Why is it that a dying poinsettia leaf and a spiral nebula share similar 
structural features? How can abstract number theory explain these similarities? And 
you will have accomplished something that some of the gender experts we discussed in 
chapter 1 have deemed impossible: you’ve got a classroom of twelve-year-old girls 
excited about number theory. 

I like this example because it illustrates the basic point I’m trying to make. There are 
no differences in what girls and boys can learn. But there are big differences in the best ways 
to teach them. At the end of the day you will have taught both girls and boys about the 
properties of 0, using the Fibonacci series as an introduction to number theory. Girls 
and boys are equally capable of learning that material. But if you teach that material 
the way it’s usually taught (the way we taught it to the boys in my example above), 
then many of the girls will tune out and be bored. Conversely, if you bring in 
pinecones for the boys, many of the boys will snicker and start throwing the pinecones 
around like hand grenades. “Incoming!” 


Facts, Fiction, and Feelings 

In chapter 2 we discussed brain imaging of emotion in girls and boys. We reviewed 
research done at Harvard University showing that activity in the brain of the teenage 
girl associated with negative emotion is localized to the cerebral cortex, the same part 
of the brain we use to comprehend and generate language. In teenage boys, brain 
activity associated with negative emotion is localized in the amygdala, a 
phylogenetically primitive nucleus at the base of the brain that makes few direct 
connections with the cerebral cortex. 

That gender difference in brain organization has clear implications for education. In 
particular, questions of the form “How would you feel if. . .” don’t work well for most 
boys. That question requires boys to link emotional information in the amygdala with 
language information in the cerebral cortex. It’s like trying to recite poetry and juggle 
bowling pins at the same time. You have to use two different parts of the brain that 
don’t normally work together. When most teenage boys experience intense feelings, 
they talk less. 

So how does this affect how teachers should teach literature to girls and boys? Girls 
and boys like to read different things, for starters. That’s one of the most consistent 
findings in education research. Most girls prefer fiction: short stories and novels. Boys 
are more likely to choose nonfiction: descriptions of real events—battles or adventures 
—or illustrated accounts of the way things work, like spaceships, bombs, or volcanoes. 
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33 “Girls tend to prefer books where they can be analytical about a character’s motives 
and behaviors. Boys tend to prefer action,” says Victoria Ehrhardt, an English teacher 
in Lewis County, New York. “Boys and girls have different reading interests,” agrees 
Judy Hayn, professor of education at Loyola University in Chicago. She adds that 
“girls like stories about experiences that might happen over one summer and the 
emotional agonies that a character endures. Boys want stories with male protagonists 
that are exciting.” “War stories and books about struggles really resonate with boys,” 

adds Ehrhardt. “They see life as a battle, and war stories appeal to that side of their 

. ”34 

nature. 

Good teachers do their best to split the difference in educational style. They look 
for books that are halfway between Are you There, God ? It’s Me, Margaret (for girls) 
and, say, The Jackie Robinson Story (for boys). They’re looking for books that appeal 
equally to both girls and boys. Problem: there are very few such books, especially for 
children in the early elementary school years. William McDonald, assistant 
superintendent for curriculum in Montgomery County, Maryland, told me that at 
least 80 percent of books targeted for early readers fall into the category of “girls’ 
fiction.” This preference for “girls’ fiction” in the early reading curriculum has arisen 
not because girls’ fiction is the best thing for all young children to read, McDonald 
says, but because girls’ fiction is what appeals to the women who teach young 
children. Over 95 percent of teachers in kindergarten through third grade are women, 
McDonald told me. Nonfiction books targeted toward boys, geared toward early 
readers, “just aren’t available,” according to McDonald. “And when they are available, 
they often go out of print as soon as we start to use them.” 35 

The difference lies not only in what books you choose to teach, but in how you 
teach them. Think about role-playing exercises, to consider one example. These sorts 
of exercises are popular in middle schools and high schools. Role-playing exercises 
work well for girls. For example, if you’re teaching Are You There, God? It’s Me, 
Margaret, one girl could be Margaret, another could be Margaret’s mother, another 
could be Margaret’s father, and another could be Margaret’s grandmother. They could 
then discuss the pros and cons of moving from Manhattan to New Jersey, each girl 
talking in the voice of the assigned character. Or how about the fact that Margaret’s 
mother was raised Protestant and her father was raised Jewish? “How would you feel if 
you were Margaret’s mother and Margaret asked you whether she should join the JCC 
[Jewish Community Center] or the YMCA?” Let “Margaret’s mother” answer, and 
then let’s hear from Margaret’s maternal grandmother (who is a devout Christian) and 
paternal grandmother (who is Jewish and proud of it), with different girls playing each 
role. Eleven- and twelve-year-old girls will take this very seriously and really gain a 
deeper level of understanding, not only of the book, but of their own feelings about 
religious heritage, relatives who don’t get along with each other, and similar situations. 

“How would you feel if you were this character?” That sort of role-playing exercise 
works for most girls. It gets them into the story. But that type of exercise doesn’t work 
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for most boys. They’ll tell you it’s dumb. “I’m not a grandmother, I’m never gonna be 
a grandmother, I’m not gonna pretend I’m a grandmother.” So what does work to get 
boys into literature? 

Three years ago I had the privilege of sitting in on Ben Williams’s English class at 
the Georgetown Preparatory School. “G Prep” is a boys’ school in Bethesda, 
Maryland. Mr. Williams is chairman of the English Department there. He had 
assigned Lord of the Flies. 

I myself had to read Lord of the Flies when I was in Mrs. Buehler’s English class 
thirty years ago at Shaker Heights High School, just outside of Cleveland. One of my 
assignments was to write an essay describing “How would you feel if you were Piggy?” 
(the outcast boy, stranded with other boys on a tropical island). I expected Mr. 
Williams to assign a similar topic to his boys. After all, that’s the way Lord of the Flies 
is usually taught, according to the many study guides available for this book. 

But that’s not what Mr. Williams did. “Let’s see your maps,” he said. Mr. Williams 
had given the boys a very different assignment: prepare a three-dimensional map of 
the island. 

Making a map of the island is not an easy assignment. There’s no map in the book. 
The island does have many unique features, but how to make a map? 

As these boys learned firsthand, you can use the book to construct an accurate map, 
but only if you read the text with care. For instance, in the closing chapter you’ll find 
the sentence, “The sunlight was slanting now into the palms by the wrecked shelter.” 
You know that the wrecked shelter is near the beach. It’s late in the evening. Knowing 
that the sun sets in the west, you deduce that if the beach were on the east side of the 
island, it wouldn’t be possible for sunlight to be slanting into the palms late in the 
evening because the forest would block the sunlight. The beach can’t be on the south 
side of the island; if it were, the mountain would block the sunlight. Nor can it be on 
the north side of the island, or the forest would block the sunlight. The beach has to 
be on the west side of the island. 

Once you’ve figured that out, you can use other clues in the book to triangulate the 
location of the mountain, the lagoon, the Castle Rock, and so forth. The boys had 
each made three-dimensional maps using papier-mache, cardboard, and paint. The 
maps were similar, but there were a few points of difference. The boys had to hammer 
out the differences, looking up clues again in the book. “On page 23, it says that 
Ralph followed the outline of the crags up the mountain, so that part of the beach has 
to be right next to the mountain.” 

“Yeah, but on page 14 it says that the beach was ‘miles in length.’ So you don’t 
really know exactly where those crags are.” And so forth. 
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At this point I wanted to interrupt and say, “Mr. Williams, are you out of your 
mind? Lord of the Flies is not a travel guide or a set of clues to buried treasure. It’s a 
book about the dark recesses of the soul! What does all this geometry and mapmaking 
have to do with that? You’re missing the whole point of the book!” 

But I noticed that the boys were really involved in the assignment. Mr. Williams 
was building on these boys’ natural interests and their strengths: spatial relations, 
mapmaking. He was keeping the assignment objective. He wasn’t asking them, “How 
would you feel if. . 

And the skills these boys were learning are useful: carefully deconstructing a text, 
finding clues hundreds of pages apart, and using those clues to assemble a coherent 
picture. That sort of puzzle-solving is a skill that more of us could use. Imagine what 
might have happened a few years ago if more shareholders had read through 
WorldCom’s financial reports and noticed, “Hmm, this line on page 21 doesn’t seem 
to fit with what’s implied in the second paragraph of page 76 . . .” Analytical 
deconstruction of a text is at least as useful as being able to write an imaginative essay 
about “how you would feel” in a given situation. 

Furthermore, the boys were really learning the text. It’s impossible to do this 
mapmaking assignment without reading closely and attentively. I decided to get out 
my old copy of Lord of the Flies to see whether I could make the map myself. I didn’t 
want to read the whole book. I thought I’d just skim it quickly, look for clues, and 
draw a map. I couldn’t do it. The words “north,” “south,” “east,” and “west” never 
appear in the book. The only way to make the map is to pay careful attention to every 
detail. I myself have a tendency when I’m reading a novel to skip long descriptions 
and just go to the next bit of dialogue. But you can’t do that if you want to draw the 
map. In fact, you have to read the descriptions more carefully than you read the 
dialogue. So I stayed up until 3 A.M., reading the book straight through. It’s a much 
better book than I remembered from Mrs. Buehler’s class—maybe because I was 
alienated by the assignment. Or maybe I was just too young to appreciate it. 

What other strategies work for getting boys excited about reading? Recall the old 
idea about boys preferring fact to fiction. Some educators have found that assigning 
articles from the daily newspaper is a good motivator for boys. Edward DeRoche, 
director of the International Center for Character Education at the University of San 
Diego, has reviewed about two dozen studies of the effectiveness of newspapers for 
motivating below-average readers, especially boys. The studies show that “students in 
such classes score significantly higher in spelling, vocabulary development, and 
comprehension than comparable students who did not use newspapers.” He adds, 
lyrically, “Something happens to teachers and students when they encounter 
newspapers together. The four walls of the classroom open to the real world. The class 
comes alive. Relationships change. Conversations are enriched.” 36 DeRoche has found 
that language arts classes based on newspapers are effective not only at the high school 
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level, but all the way down to the early elementary years. 

There are several problems, though, with using the approach of “fiction for the 
girls, nonficdon for the boys.” I’m hearing about middle school reading classes where 
the girls are reading John Steinbeck and F. Scott Fitzgerald while the boys are reading 
Sports Illustrated. Kids notice that contrast. Boys start to believe that maybe great 
literature is only for girls. 

In fact, there is plenty of great literature that appeals to boys in middle and high 
school. Few American teachers assign it anymore, though. Boys do like fiction, if it’s 
the right kind of fiction: strong male characters doing unpredictable things. 
Hemingway, Dostoyevsky, and Mark Twain, for starters. 

Last summer I met with Darryl, who had just finished seventh grade. “How’d you 
do in school this year?” I asked. 

“Great,” Darryl said. “I got straight A’s, except for a C in reading.” 

“How come a C in reading?” I asked. 

“It was boring,” Darryl said. 

“What’d they ask you to read?” 

“Well—” Darryl scrunched up his eyes, as though trying to recall a painful 
repressed memory. “There was Of Mice and Men, which is about this retarded guy and 
all the sad things that happen to him, and then he dies. Then we had to read Flowers 
for Algernon , which is also about a retarded guy, actually, and how he gets smart and 
then he gets dumb again, and then he dies, too, actually.” 

Both the books Darryl mentioned are “touchy-feely” books in which weak, disabled 
male characters are helpless to change their miserable destiny. Most boys don’t care for 
those kinds of stories. Most boys prefer to read about strong male characters who take 
dramatic action to change their world. There’s plenty of great literature that fits the 
bill. Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn is a good place to start. For Whom the Bell Foils 
by Hemingway is another good choice. How about Freasure Island or Robinson Crusoe ? 
Classic boys’ literature is “classic” for a good reason. 

Critics object that this approach reinforces gender stereotypes. I respond that the 
most pernicious gender stereotype is the one that says boys don’t like to read. Let’s 
break down that stereotype first. Get every child excited about learning. Once kids 
have discovered for themselves that reading can be fun and exciting, then you can 
worry about broadening their taste in literature. 

Right now I’m seeing many boys who have never had the experience, not even 
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once, of reading a book that really excites them. They’ve never read a book that 
punched them in the gut. They’ve never cried while reading a book. They have no 
clue how powerful books can be. 

The first priority of schools must be education. Social engineering comes second. 


When Is an A Not an A? 

Remember Melanie, the gifted student who wanted to take physics her senior year? 
One of the things about Melanie that always impresses me is her willingness to try 
something new. She is supremely self-confident. In that respect, Melanie is, 
unfortunately, not your typical girl. 

Beth is another girl I know. Beth is every bit as smart as Melanie, but she doesn’t 
have Melanie’s self-confidence. Like Melanie, Beth “aced” biology and was a favorite 
student of Ms. Griffith. But when Ms. Griffith suggested that Beth sign up for 
physics, Beth hesitated. “I just don’t think I’m smart enough for physics,” Beth said. 
“I’ve never done anything like that, and I don’t want to risk getting a B or worse on 
my transcript.” She ended up taking psychology in her senior year instead of physics. 

Girls on average outperform boys in school (as measured by report card grades), in 
most subjects and in all age groups. 37 Because girls do better in school, one might 
imagine that girls would be more self-confident about their academic abilities and that 
they would have higher academic self-esteem. But that’s not the case. Paradoxically, 
girls are more likely to be excessively critical in evaluating their own academic 
performance. Conversely, boys tend to have unrealistically high estimates of their own 
academic abilities and accomplishments. 38 

Those are some of the paradoxes teachers face: the girl like Beth who gets straight 
A’s but has no real confidence in her own abilities; the boy who’s getting B’s and C’s 
but thinks he’s brilliant. That leads us to a basic difference in teaching style for girls 
versus boys. You need to encourage girls and build them up. Boys on the other hand 
more often need a reality check. You have to make boys realize that they’re not as 
brilliant as they think they are and challenge them to do better. 

The great mission of education is to enable every child to fulfill their potential, to 
discover that corner of the field of knowledge they can call their own. Almost every 
child is a gifted child, I believe. The trick is to discover where your child’s talents lie. 

Our educational system isn’t doing very well in this regard. Girls and boys are being 
pushed into pink and blue cubbyholes regardless of their individual aptitude. And this 
pink-and-blue stereotyping is worse now than it was twenty years ago. Twenty years of 
gender-blind education has not ameliorated gender differences in important 
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educational outcomes; in some cases it has exacerbated them. A smaller proportion of 
boys now study subjects such as advanced foreign languages, art, and music, and a 
smaller proportion of girls study advanced math, computer science, and physics. 39 

In the closing chapter, I’ll suggest strategies that have been shown to break down 
gender stereotypes in education, by embracing gender differences. 
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6 


SEX 

Contemporary culture encourages precocious sexuality. Too often popular culture and peer 
groups, rather than parents or other responsible adults, call the cadence in contemporary 
teenage life. 


—Professor Joan Jacobs Brumberg, Cornell University 1 

There was no sense of there needing to be a connection. No boyfiend-girlfriend. Used to be, 
you know, “Willyou still love me tomorrowl” There is no tomorrow. It’s all today. “Meet 
me after study hall at 4, we’ll sleep together, ” and then on to the next partner tomorrow. 
Slam, bam, thank you ma’am. 

—Michelle Burftord, journalist, describing her interviews with teenagers 2 
I don’t kiss girls on the mouth because if I’m not in a relationship why should I kiss? 

— Zachary, age seventeen, talking about “hooking up” 5 


Tina and Jimmy 

Tina Jimenez faced a potential triple whammy when she started ninth grade. Ninth 
grade at a new school isn’t easy for anybody. Everybody’s trying to figure out who’s 
who, who’s cool, where do I fit in. But in addition to the challenge of a new school, 
Tina also had the additional burden of having just moved to the area, not knowing 
anybody, and also of belonging to a minority group with almost no representation at 
her new school. Her family had just moved to the Washington area from Miami, 
Florida. Both her parents had immigrated to the U.S. in the 1970s from the 
Dominican Republic. 

Being a dark-skinned Hispanic girl at Seneca Valley High— which is 
overwhelmingly white—might have been a major problem for some girls, but Tina 
made friends easily. Three weeks into the new school year she was off to a good start. 
Her soccer teammates were impressed by her fearlessness on the field. She was a 
skillful player, but she didn’t make a big deal about it. The other girls included her in 
everything they did, adopting her as one of their own. 

She and most of the other soccer girls were invited to a party the last Saturday in 
September at a large house in the older, “nicer” section of Germantown. Tina stayed 
close to her friend and soccer buddy Jennifer, a tenth-grader. After they had been at 
the party for half an hour, Tina noticed an older boy staring at her. “Who’s that?” she 
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asked Jennifer. 

“Who’s what?” Jennifer shouted over the music. 

“That blond guy over there, wearing the Redskins sweat-shirt,” Tina said. 

“Oooh. That’s Jimmy. Jimmy Mandeville. Senior. Football player. Not so great as a 
football player. But in other departments he’s supposed to be a monster ,” Jennifer 
winked. 

Tina rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I’m totally not interested,” she said. 

Jimmy came over to them, his eyes fixed on Tina. “Hi,” he said. His breath smelled 
of beer—which was not surprising, as he was holding an open Budweiser can in his 
right hand. 

“Hi,” both girls said. 

Jimmy looked Tina up and down, his glassy eyes lingering on her chest. He was 
nodding his head in time to the beat of the music. “Wanna hook up?” he asked Tina, 
point-blank. 

Tina’s eyes went wide. 

“Hey Jennifer!” Another boy appeared out of nowhere and grabbed Jennifer by the 
arm. “You gotta see this! Come on!” Jennifer gave Tina a sad look as if to say, Sorry to 
leave you all by yourself. And Jennifer was gone. 

Please don’t leave me, Jennifer, Tina thought. Her heart sank. Jimmy towered over 
her. The way he was nodding his head in time with the music began to irritate her. 
And, she was worried that he might spill some of his beer on her blouse. 

“Wanna hook up,” he said again, more a statement than a question. 

“What do you mean?” she asked, stalling for time. She knew what he meant. But 
she didn’t know how to say “no” without offending him or sounding lame. And as a 
freshman talking to a popular senior, she didn’t have the confidence to just turn her 
back and walk away. 

He snorted in amazement, then burped. “Freshman girl. Come on, I’ll show you.” 
He grabbed her by the arm, tossed the half-empty beer can onto the carpet, and pulled 
her into a small study lit only by a tabletop lamp on a desk. Tina saw another couple 
already in a corner of the room, fondling each other. Before she could say anything, 
Jimmy pulled her down to the floor beside the desk. 

Jimmy groped at her breasts with one hand while he fumbled with the snap on her 
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pants with his other. Tina’s mind was in a whirl. This was crazy. How could this be 
happening? She wanted to push him off, to scream . . . but what would happen next? 
The other kids would laugh at her. Freshman girl. Prude. Dork. 

“Come on? Jimmy said. “What’s your problem?” 

“I—I don’t know how . . .” Tina said. 

“Seriously? I’ll show you,” Jimmy said. “Come on!” he snapped, standing up and 
pulling her to a kneeling position, facing him. He unzipped his fly. 

Tina had never given a boy oral sex before. She had heard other girls talk about it, 
of course, but the idea repulsed her. Why would any girl want to have a boy’s you- 
know-what in her mouth ? Yuck. Now a total stranger, a boy she had never met, a boy 
she wasn’t even attracted to . . . 

Three minutes later it was over. 

“Sweet. A little clumsy on your end, but sweet,” Jimmy said. “With a little more 
experience, you could be dynamite, sister. See ya later.” Zipping up his fly, he left the 
room without looking back. 

“I couldn’t see. Did you spit or swallow?” The question came from a skinny, 
pimply boy Tina had never seen before, who had apparently been watching from 
across the room. He giggled. 

Tina thought she would vomit. 


Hooking Up 

Girls and boys face very different challenges when it comes to sex. Most young 
women enjoy physical intimacy more when it develops in the context of a loving 
relationship. Few women or girls really understand how different sex is for many men 
and for most boys. And the type of intimacy most common among teenagers today— 
hooking up—feeds into the worst kind of male sexuality. “Hooking up”—in case you 
didn’t know—means being physically intimate with the understanding that no 
romantic relationship is implied and none is expected. It’s sex without love, sex 
without the “bother” of a relationship. 

“I can’t tell you how many girls come in who are bereft about having had sex too 
soon,” says New York psychologist Marsha Levy-Warren. She’s seeing more and more 
teen and preteen girls whose emotional lives are in turmoil after some kind of sexual 
encounter. “They went to a party . . . they hooked up and did what they assumed 
everyone was doing. Then, they feel awful.” Teachers and counselors are hearing about 
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more and more sexual activity “of a detached, unemotional kind” among preteens and 
young teens. “I call it body-part sex,” says Dr. Levy-Warren. “The kids don’t even 
look at each other. It’s mechanical, dehumanizing. The fallout is that later in life they 
have trouble forming relationships. They’re jaded.” 4 

“Oral sex is definitely a trend,” says Professor Peter Leone of the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill. “And it’s happening in public because teenagers don’t 
see it as a big deal.” In some places “oral sex is taken so lightly that it’s treated like a 
racy version of Truth or Dare or Spin the Bottle. ... At one party, they played 
something called Make a Rainbow: the girls put on different colored lipsticks and took 
turns making a rainbow on all the boys’ penises [with their lips].” Parties where oral 
sex predominates are sometimes called “chicken parties,” because of the way all the 
girls’ heads are bobbing up and down as they go down on their partner-of-the- 
moment. 5 

“A girl who did it for her boyfriend on a school bus was upset when she found a 
line of guys in school the next week wanting her to go down on them,” says Tamara 
Kreinin, president of the Sexuality Information and Education Council. Another girl 
“went down on a bunch of guys at a party, and then the next week in sex ed, the other 
kids said, ‘Amy was going down on guys at this party—she should teach the class.’ 
The girl wasn’t ready for that. I’ve had lots of kids tell me that they got this sick 
feeling in their stomachs the next day.” 6 

Here’s what one sixteen-year-old girl told me: “I was in a hook-up with this guy 
Zachary. I tried to kiss him and he wouldn’t let me. That was weird. I mean, we were 
doing stuff way beyond kissing, but he didn’t want to kiss. I asked him why he didn’t 
want to kiss me and he was like—‘I don’t kiss girls on the mouth because if I’m not in 
a relationship why should I kiss.’ ” 

Several boys have told me, in words similar to Zachary’s, that they deliberately 
avoid kissing a girl when they’re hooking up. These boys really believe that they’re 
being virtuous—in a weird, twenty-first-century way—by not kissing the girl they’re 
hooking up with. These boys believe that kissing a girl on the lips sends the message, 
“I’m interested in having a romantic relationship with you.” They don’t want to send 
that message. By keeping face-to-face interactions out of the encounter, by restricting 
their intimacy to fellatio or a groping “quick feel,” these boys believe that they are at 
least being honest about their intentions—which are purely physical. 

Another girl said: “I know it was just a hook-up. But it felt so right, I was sure he 
would call. I just couldn’t believe it when he never called. Then two weeks later, after I 
hadn’t heard from him at all, I saw him at a party and he wanted to hook up again. It 
made me feel dirty. Like he just wanted to, like, use me, use my body. Like I wasn’t 
really even there. Like he was just jerking off, using me instead of some porn 
magazine.” 
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Choosing Virginity? 

The Centers for Disease Control recently reported that the number of high school 
seniors who say they’ve had sexual intercourse decreased between 1991 and 2001, 
from 54 percent in 1991 to 46 percent in 2001. 7 That sounds like good news. Even if 
it’s not a huge change, it’s a change in the right direction. Isn’t it? 

Shortly after the CDC report was released, Newsweek magazine ran a cover story 
entitled “Choosing Virginity.” The editors at Newsweek interpreted the CDC report 
to mean that teens have become less sexually active. 

The Newsweek cover story makes for strange reading. The editors at Newsweek were 
determined to find teens who conformed to the editors’ interpretation of the CDC 
report, teens who would say that they have decided to remain sexually inactive. They 
had to look pretty hard. In the country town of Longmont, Colorado, they finally 
found a teenage couple who had mutually agreed not to engage in sexual activity until 
marriage. Longmont is a small town about forty-five minutes’ drive from Denver. “It 
figures you had to come all the way out here to find a virgin,” one local told them. 8 

In fact, the Newsweek staff had goofed. They had misunderstood the CDC report. 
It’s true that there has been a slight drop in the rate of penile-vaginal intercourse 
(which was the only sexual activity the CDC report measured). But that’s not because 
teens have become less sexually active. It’s because the dominant form of teenage 
sexuality has changed. It’s not penile-vaginal intercourse anymore. It’s oral sex. 

“Oral sex is the new second base,” says Alexandra Hall, a journalist who spent weeks 
interviewing students at suburban high schools in the Boston area. “Things are very, 
very different in high school from the way they used to be. Not different from two or 
three generations ago, but different from just five or ten years ago . . . [There has been 
a] profound shift in the culture of high-school dating and sex, with no-strings 
‘hooking-up’ replacing dating.” 9 “Kids don’t date nowadays,” agrees physician and 
bioethicist Leon Kass. 10 “Traditional dating is dead,” concurs journalist and author 
Barbara Dafoe Whitehead. 11 

Monica, a seventeen-year-old high school student, says that oral sex has become the 
new kissing. “People just assume you do it, because most everybody is.” 

“No one I know considers oral sex to be sex at all,” says Rob, a senior at a private 
high school. “Oral sex just isn’t what [the word] ‘sex’ means.” 

“Twenty years ago, teenage sex not only was much less pervasive, it also had a 
different context. That context was called ‘dating,’ ” says journalist Hall. “These days, 
something else is much more common. Single boys and girls go in a group to a 
friend’s house (where the parents may or may not be home), drink or smoke pot, then 
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pair off and engage in no-strings ‘hook-ups.’ A week later, when the same scenario 
happens again, they hook up with someone else.” 

Michael Milburn, professor at the University of Massachusetts, agrees that “the days 
of a boy showing up at a girl’s front door and meeting her parents before he takes her 
on a date are almost obsolete. Dating has been replaced by house parties and a culture 
of‘hooking up.’ ” 12 

Don’t be fooled by talk of “the new abstinence.” The shift from penile-vaginal 
intercourse to oral sex signifies a shift from personal sex to impersonal sex. That shift 
is not a cause for celebration. 

For many boys, and for some men, sex is an object in itself. The challenge for a 
teenage boy is to integrate the desires of the soul and spirit with the needs of the body, 
to weld his sexual drive to his desire for friendship and companionship. For many 
teenage boys (and for some adult men) that doesn’t come easily. Some never reach 
that level of maturity. But there are some things a parent can do to help. First, though, 
we need to look more closely at basic differences between girls’ sexuality and boys’. 


Oxytocin, Testosterone, and Rape 

What’s the relation between love and sex? The neurochemical basis for both love 
and sex in females involves the hormone oxytocin, the same hormone released when a 
mother breast-feeds her newborn baby. “Oxytocin’s effects on both [romantic] 
attachment and sexual behavior are estrogen dependent and gender specific,” observes 
neuropsychologist Lisa Diamond, adding that there appear to be “more extensive 
oxytocin circuits in female than male brains.” 13 In males on the other hand the 
hormone underlying sexual attraction is not oxytocin but testosterone, the same 
hormone that mediates the aggressive drive. 

The first brain-imaging study comparing brain areas activated in women and men 
during sexual arousal was published in 2002. Doctors found fundamental differences 
between females and males. The men showed lots of activation at the base of the 
brain, in the thalamus and especially the hypothalamus, while the women showed 
proportionately more activity up in the cerebral cortex. 14 Another study, published in 
2004 by researchers at Emory University, showed that sexually aroused men show 
more activity in the base of the brain compared to women, even when the women 
report feeling more sexually aroused. 15 

If you recall our discussion of cortical/subcortical in chapters 2 and 5, you’ll 
recognize the significance of this finding: it suggests that the sexual experience in 
women is “happening” more up in the cerebral cortex and is therefore more connected 
with the rest of what’s going on in their mind. The sexual experience in men is less 
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connected with the cortex, less connected with the outside world. 

I’ve already mentioned the work of UCLA psychologist Anne Peplau on the 
difference in how females and males experience sexual desire. Peplau has concluded 
that “women’s sexuality tends to be strongly linked to a close relationship. For 
women, an important goal of sex is intimacy; the best context for pleasurable sex is a 
committed relationship. This is less true for men.” 16 

You can say that again. For many boys, as for some men, the sexual urge is closely 
tied to aggression. That’s not surprising when you remember that both the sexual urge 
and the aggressive urge, in males, are mediated by testosterone. In one carefully 
designed study, a surprisingly high percentage—35 percent—of “normal” college men 
said that they not only fantasized about rape, they would actually rape a woman if they 
had the chance and they were sure they wouldn’t be caught. 17 In another study of 
“normal” college men, more than half of the men said they would actually rape a 
woman if they were assured of not being punished. 18 These men are not Neanderthal 
cavemen. In fact, researchers have found no association between the liberality of a 
man’s gender-role beliefs and the likelihood that he finds rape sexually appealing. 
Some men who are strongly in favor of equal rights for women, who approve of 
women in leadership roles, and so on also say that they would rape a woman if they 
had the opportunity. Nor is there any association, positive or negative, between a 
man’s intelligence and the likelihood that he will be sexually aroused by depictions of 
rape. 19 Highly intelligent men are no less likely to fantasize about raping a woman 
than are men of below-average intelligence. 20 The most common sexual fantasy in sex 
magazines is rape and/or bondage of a young woman. 21 

If you get mad at your partner, are you more or less likely to have sex while you are 
still angry? For women, being angry is a turnoff. Most women say that if they’re mad 
at their boyfriend or husband, they won’t want to have sex with him—at least, not 
until the argument is settled. They need to kiss and make up first. Not so for men. 
Many men will have sex with their girlfriend or wife even if they are angry at her. 22 

Even more troubling: for many teenage boys, the idea of inflicting pain on a woman 
is sexually arousing. Psychologist Neil Malamuth, who has specialized in studying the 
responses of “normal” college men to rape fantasies, has found that most young men 
experience greater sexual arousal when the imaginary rapist deliberately hurts the 
woman he is raping. The greater the victim’s pain, the greater the sexual excitement 
experienced by these young men. For most young men, according to this research, the 
most arousing fantasy is the rape of a young woman in which the woman experiences 
both pain and orgasm. 23 

In real life, of course, that never happens. No woman enjoys being raped—although 
curiously, a substantial number of women answer “Yes” to the question of whether 
some other woman might enjoy being raped. 24 Malamuth found that when women 
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listened to tape-recorded rape fantasies, any sexual arousal the woman listening might 
have felt was immediately extinguished if the rapist hurt the woman victim. 25 
Nevertheless, the myth that some women want to be raped is so pervasive in our 
culture that it affects women’s opinions about how other women might respond to 
being raped. 

For young men, sex and violence are so closely tied together that—according to 
psychiatrist Robert Stoller—“hostility, overt or hidden, is what generates and 
enhances sexual excitement, and its absence leads to sexual indifference and 
boredom.” 26 (I personally consider Dr. Stoller’s statement too extreme and too 
general. Also: for a minority of teenage boys, about 10 percent, the link between 
aggression and sexual arousal is not strong at all. We will return to these exceptional 
boys in chapter 9.) 

One thing’s for sure. The motivation for sex is fundamentally different for most 
teenage boys compared with teenage girls. Teenage boys want to have sex to satisfy 
sexual desire. It’s a gut-level, base-of-the-brain impulse, not far removed from the need 
to have a bowel movement when you feel the urge. Many boys will tell you that the 
urge feels just that irresistible. 

Not so for girls. As psychologist Roy Baumeister recently wrote, “Male desire aims 
at the sexual activity itself, whereas female desire aims beyond it toward other 
outcomes and consequences.” 27 Professor Joan Jacobs Brumberg, who has written two 
books about the psychosexual development of teenage girls, agrees. Sexual pleasure is 
usually not the motivating factor when young teenage girls engage in sex, Brumberg 
has found. That’s especially true for oral sex. Girls today provide far more oral sex for 
their boyfriends than in previous generations, but Brumberg says that “they do so 
without pleasure, usually to please their boyfriend or to avoid the possibility of 
impregnation.” 28 Deborah Tolman, a director at the Wellesley College Center for 
Research on Women, concurs that sex in the twenty first century remains heavily 
weighted in favor of boys’ needs and desires. With regard to oral sex, Tolman says, 
“The boys are getting it, the girls no. It’s the heterosexual script that entitles boys and 
disables girls.” 29 

When you ask teenage girls and boys why they’re having sex, you’ll hear very 
different answers from the girls compared with the boys. Boys usually answer that 
question with a snort. “Why wouldn’t I have sex? As long as the girl wants it, too—I 
mean, as long as she doesn’t kick me or slap me or yell ‘Fire!’—why shouldn’t I?” Boys 
want to have sex because they feel sexually aroused. Simple, base-of-the-brain 
motivation. 

It’s different for girls. In one major study, girls didn’t even list sexual arousal as a 
reason for having sex. 30 Teenage girls have sex for other reasons. Girls may hope that 
having sex will earn them points in the popularity contest, or they may just want to 
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please the boy they happen to be hooking up with, or they may feel pressured either 
by the boy or by other girls who are having sex. Oprah Winfrey recently devoted a 
session of her talk show to this topic. She invited several teen girls on to the show to 
describe why they began having sex so young. One girl, Shana, began having sex at age 
thirteen. By age sixteen, when she appeared on the show, she had had intercourse with 
seven different boys. 

Oprah Winfrey: When you started having sex, at 13, was it to fit in or was it just because 
you wanted to have sex? 

Shana: It was definitely to fit in, because, I just figured, you know, this is what everyone’s 

doing and I was getting ready to go into high school and I’m like, “this will make me 
» 

Oprah: And has it? 

Shana: No, it ... I paid a big price for it. I paid a huge price. 

Oprah: What is the huge price you’ve paid? 

Shana: Just socially. Luckily, I didn’t get pregnant or anything like that, but emotionally 1 
have scars that are never going to go away. After he leaves, you know, you give him what he 
wants, then you feel, like, horrible. 

Oprah: So if you do that a couple of times, and you know if you do it again, it’s going to 
feel the same, why do you keep doing it? 

Shana: I really can’t answer that. Honestly, when I get an answer. I’ll tell you. 31 

Journalist Michelle Burford appeared on the same show to describe her interviews 
with young teen girls. Ms. Burford herself was only thirty years old when she spoke 
with the teenage girls, but she found that a lot had changed since her own student 
days. Girls she spoke with, some as young as twelve, “were completely cavalier in the 
stories they were telling me. There was absolutely no sense of shame. There was no 
sense of there needing to be a connection. No boyfriend-girlfriend. Used to be, you 
know, ‘Will you still love me tomorrow?’ There is no tomorrow. It’s all today. ‘Meet 
me after study hall at 4, we’ll sleep together,’ and then on to the next partner 
tomorrow. Slam, bam, thank you ma’am. It’s really shocking.” 32 

Gender roles in our society load the dice against girls as well. According to a survey 
published in 2003, 89 percent of teen girls say they feel pressured by boys to have sex. 
But in the same survey, more than nine out of ten teenagers (girls and boys) agree that 
a girl can get a bad reputation because she has sex with a boy. 33 The space between 
prude and slut has narrowed from a broad highway to a tightrope. If a girl refuses to 
have sex, she’s a prude. If she is too willing to have sex, she’s branded a “ho” and a 
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slut. 


The Male Paradigm 

For many teenage boys, sex is an impersonal urge that has its own agenda, not 
necessarily connected to a relationship with another person. That’s not news. Teenage 
boys have always been that way. For most teenage girls, a satisfying and fulfilling 
sexual experience is most likely to occur in the context of a loving and mutually caring 
relationship. That’s not news, either. What’s changed? 

The fundamental change that has occurred over the past thirty years is a change 
from the female paradigm to the male paradigm. Thirty years ago, a boy usually had at 
least to give lip service to the notion of being in love if he expected a young woman to 
be sexually intimate with him. No longer. That’s the significance of the hook-up 
replacing the romantic relationship as the primary sexual mode in teenage culture. 

That change has led to a fundamental transformation in the dynamics of sexual 
activity. In engineering terms, it’s a change from linear dynamics to zero-order 
dynamics. The likelihood of sex is no longer related to the closeness of the 
relationship. It used to be the case—as recently as ten or fifteen years ago—that the 
more serious the relationship was between a girl and a boy, the more likely they were 
to have sex. That correspondence no longer holds. A recent survey by the Kaiser 
Family Foundation found that teenagers nationwide are now just as likely to engage in 
sex during a casual “hook-up” as they are in a serious, committed relationship. 34 The 
major difference in sexual behavior in an ongoing relationship compared with a hook¬ 
up, in this study, is not in the type of sex the teenagers engage in, but only in whether 
or not a condom is used. Condoms are used more often in a “hook-up” than in a 
committed relationship. (A New York school stirred up controversy when teachers 
proposed passing out fruit-flavored condoms, to make the experience of fellatio more 
agreeable for the girls.) 35 

What’s the result? Barbara Dafoe Whitehead concluded that the effect of today’s 
“sex-drenched teen culture ... is not to help young people learn how to choose a 
future life partner” (that’s an understatement). At best, it helps them only to “manage 
their sex lives.” 36 But what good is a sex life without any emotional connection? 

Dr. Drew Pinsky recently made an important observation about gender differences 
in hooking up. Both girls and boys are usually partly or totally drunk when they hook 
up. (Remember the sexual assault Jimmy perpetrated on Tina? He was drunk when he 
did that.) Dr. Pinsky has found that girls and boys give completely different reasons 
why they get drunk before they hook up. Boys like to get drunk because it slows down 
their sexual response, allows them to relax, and decreases the likelihood of premature 
ejaculation. Girls like to get drunk because it numbs the experience for them, making 
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it less embarrassing and less emotionally painful. 37 

Another change: kids are having sex earlier than before. The National Longitudinal 
Study of Adolescent Health is the largest study ever conducted of teenage behavior in 
the United States. Over ten thousand teenagers—a representative sample of kids from 
cities, suburbs, and rural areas, rich and poor, Asian and white and black and Hispanic 
—were periodically interviewed about everything from cigarette smoking to sex to 
thoughts of suicide. In 2002 the doctors running the study reported that there has 
been a “dramatic trend toward early initiation of sex.” In 1988, 11 percent of 
adolescent females fourteen years of age and younger reported having had sexual 
intercourse; a decade later it was 19 percent. In other words, about one girl in five age 
fourteen and younger has now had sexual intercourse. 38 A separate study, published in 
2003 by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, independently arrived at 
the same conclusion: among girls age fourteen or younger, one in five has had sexual 
intercourse. 39 This study also found that most parents of sexually active daughters are 
NOT aware that their daughters are having sex. “Parents are overwhelmingly clueless 
about their kids’ sexual experiences and knowledge,” agrees journalist Hall. “Most 
teens [interviewed by Hall] said their parents have no idea what their real sex lives are 
like.” 40 


Clueless 

Pediatrician Thomas Young and psychologist Rick Zimmerman wanted to find out 
just how much parents know about what their kids are really doing. They asked 140 
middle school students and their parents about smoking cigarettes, smoking 
marijuana, drinking alcoholic beverages, and having sexual intercourse. 

Question for parents: Does your child smoke cigarettes? 12% of parents said yes. 

Question for the kids: Do you smoke cigarettes? 43% of students said yes. 

Question for parents: Has your child smoked marijuana? 3% of parents said yes. 

Question for the kids: Have you smoked marijuana? 34% of kids said yes. 

Question for parents: Does your child drink alcoholic beverages? 5% of parents said yes. 

Question for the kids: Do you drink alcoholic beverages? 49% of students said yes. 

Question for parents: Has your child had sexual intercourse? 2% of parents said yes. 

Question for the kids: Have you had sexual intercourse? 52% of kids said yes. 
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The authors titled their report “Clueless: Parental Knowledge of Risk Behaviors of 
Middle School Students.” 41 It’s not hard to see why. 


Are Boys Human? 

Three big changes have occurred since you and I were in middle school and high 
school: 

Girls and boys are engaging in sexual activities earlier than they used to; 

Girls and boys who are going steady today are no more and no less likely to have 

sexual intercourse than are girls and boys who are just hooking up; 

Oral sex has become the most common mode of sexual interaction. 

Most of the articles and books about these changes in teenage sexual behavior have 
focused on the harm done to teenage girls. There’s no question that teenage girls are 
the most obvious victims. A girl is more likely to feel used and abused after a typical 
twenty-first-century sexual encounter. In the most common type of hook-up, oral sex, 
the girl is far more likely to be servicing the boy than the other way around. And if the 
hook-up progresses to sexual intercourse, girls bear the risk of an unwanted pregnancy. 

The impersonality of twenty-first-century adolescent sex victimizes girls. No 
argument there. But to focus only on that side of the story misses the harm done to 
boys. What harm? you may ask. How does impersonal sex harm boys? 

I see plenty of harm. By the time a heterosexual young man is in his early twenties, 
he will rely on his girlfriend or his wife to be his primary emotional caregiver. 42 And 
that reliance only becomes greater as he moves through adult life. For the great 
majority of heterosexual adult men, the wife or girlfriend is the man’s most important 
source of emotional support. Straight men who don’t have a wife or girlfriend are 
substantially more likely to become seriously depressed, commit suicide, or die from 
illness. 4-7 It’s not unreasonable to conclude that a heterosexual man’s happiness and 
maybe even his life expectancy depend on his ability to establish a sound relationship 
with a woman he loves and who loves him. 

Women are different in that respect. Women as a rule have more diverse support 
systems than men do. Husbands and boyfriends matter to them, sure, but so do their 
girlfriends, coworkers, and (often) family, especially a sister or mom. One reason for 
this has to do with the difference between female-female friendship and male-male 
camaraderie. Remember what we discussed earlier about differences between girls’ 
friendships and boys’ friendships. Close friendships between girls are usually intimate 
and personal. Friendships between boys are usually built around shared activities. 
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David may have a great time playing video games with Juan, but that doesn’t mean 
that David will confide in Juan about how he feels when his parents get divorced. 

So here’s the irony. Even though many of us think of teenage romance as 
something that interests girls more than it interests boys, it’s the boys, ultimately, who 
will have greater need for an intimate and durable romantic relationship in their lives. 


Playing a Role 


Here’s what we know: 

Most kids don’t date anymore. They hook up instead. 

Kids are just as likely to have sex if they’re just hooking up as they are if they’re 
in an ongoing relationship. 

As a result, relationships are no longer defined by sexual intimacy. Relationships 
today are defined by group affiliation. What does that mean? 

To use the jargon employed by psychologists who study teenage dating: “Romantic 
pairs form most often on the basis of rank order rather than personal characteristics.” 
Here’s what that means: When fourteen-year-olds form romantic relationships, they 
do so less on the basis of individual characteristics and more on the basis of how 
popular the teenager is in the teenager’s group. The most popular boy in the group is 
“going out with” the most popular girl, the second most popular boy goes out with 
the second most popular girl, and on down the line, with the least popular boy paired 
with the least popular girl. 44 “Going out with” usually doesn’t mean actually going 
anywhere together. It just means that in the collective consciousness in the group, that 
girl is linked with that boy. Sexual relationships in this age group, far from involving 
intimate personal connection, usually are more of an exercise in role-playing. 

Journalist Linda Perlstein spent a year living with middle schoolers, much as Dian 
Fosse lived with the gorillas. Perlstein described what relationships are really like at the 
middle school she visited. Girls choose who they will “go out with” mostly “because 
the guy is someone her friends would approve of. It’s mostly about the superficial 
stuff. He’s got the right look, he’s got the right clothes. . . . The asking out and 
dumping are done through intermediaries. . . . Jackie and Anton [a girl and boy who 
are “going out together”] don’t go anywhere together. They don’t talk much, on the 
phone or at school. Mainly their relationship means Jackie checks herself in the 
bathroom every day after lunch and runs around Anton on the playground, except 
when she carefully ignores him.” In this age group, Perlstein observes, going out 
together “doesn’t have much meaning. Generally they just realize the roles they are 
supposed to play and pretend to do so.” 45 
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The average high school romantic relationship lasts about eleven weeks. 46 In middle 
school, not even that long. The typical high school romantic relationship—with its 
two weeks of infatuation, four weeks of relative happiness, and five weeks of gradual 
disintegration—may be the worst possible preparation for a lasting and loving 
relationship, for a lifetime commitment to stick together even when times are tough 
and when both you and your partner are less attractive than you used to be. 

We all want our children to grow up to enjoy a loving, mutually supportive and 
lasting relationship. Many parents imagine, reasonably enough, that romantic 
relationships in adolescence provide good “practice” for more serious relationships in 
adulthood. You can’t run before you walk. Practice makes perfect. 

Psychologists who study romantic relationships in adolescence are coming to a 
different conclusion. Practice makes perfect only if you’re practicing the right task. 
Most adolescents aren’t. Psychologists Wyndol Furman and Elizabeth Wehner have 
studied adolescent romantic relationships for years. For middle school and even most 
high school students, they report that “adolescents are not very concerned with the 
fulfillment of attachment or caregiving needs. . . . Instead, their focus is on who they 
are, how attractive they are . . . and how it all looks to their peer group.” Adolescents 
often develop bad habits in their dating relationships. A boy may get in the habit of 
regarding his girlfriend as a source of sexual gratification without really connecting 
with her as a human being. A girl may get in the habit of seeing her romantic partner 
as a “trophy boyfriend” without any idea of how to integrate him into her life. And 
both of them may get in the habit of dumping their current partner whenever a better¬ 
looking or more popular one becomes available. Over time, Furman and Wehner have 
found, “these individuals may become more skillful, but more skillful in developing 
the relationships they have come to expect.” 47 By the time they reach adulthood and 
it’s time to build a marriage that will last a lifetime, they’ve accumulated all sorts of 
bad habits that they need to break. They might be better off had they never had those 
teen relationships. 

There are other reasons to be skeptical about the value of romantic relationships in 
early adolescence. According to a large survey published in 2003, kids who become 
sexually active before fifteen years of age are three times more likely to be regular 
smokers, four times more likely to have tried marijuana, and six times more likely to 
drink alcohol once a week or more. 48 Maybe we should regard sexual relationships in 
the same way we regard alcoholic beverages: as an adult pleasure to be enjoyed by 
adults only. As with alcoholic beverages, romantic relationships can be wonderful 
when responsible adults are partaking. But if unprepared teens use them, they can be 
deadly. Drunk driving kills. So does AIDS. And the boy who gets in the habit of 
exploiting his girlfriend sexually while ignoring her emotional needs is setting himself 
up for a lifetime of frustration, loneliness, and failure. 
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So What Can You Do about It? 


I hope I’ve persuaded you that for most teens, early sexual activity—whether in or 
out of a romantic relationship—does more harm than good. But so what? Your kid 
won’t ask you for permission to hook up at a party Saturday night. What difference 
does it make what you think? 

It makes a big difference. As much as your teen may mock you and claim to 
consider your opinions out of date and irrelevant, study after study confirms that teens 
almost universally regard their parents as being the most important and influential 
people in their lives. 49 That doesn’t mean that you can change your teen’s behavior 
just by telling her or him that you don’t think hooking up is a good idea. It does mean 
that you can have some leverage, if you know what to do and how to do it. 

Think about when and how your teen might engage in sexual activity. Researchers 
have found that teens typically engage in sex in one of two opportunistic settings. The 
most common venue for teens to have sex is in their own home or their partner’s 
home, right after school, before parents come home. That leads to rule number one: 

Know where your teen is. Make it a habit to call your teen after school. And vary 
the time you call. If your teen is supposed to be at an after-school activity, verify 
that she or he actually went to that activity. If you’re into high-tech, you can 
even buy one of the new GPS watches for your teen to wear. You lock the watch 
on your teen’s wrist and then monitor your child’s location in real time, online. 
Some brand names include the Wherify GPS Locator and Lojack for Kids. 

Second rule: Know who your child is with. Even when your child is at home, you 
need to know who she’s with. Ask her: Is anyone at home with you? Will anyone 
be coming over? Why are they coming over? 

The third rule has to do with parties. You need to know everything about the 
party: where it is going to be, who your teen is going with, and so on. When 
your teen announces that she or he is going to a party, ask whose house it will be 
at. Call ahead and speak to the parents. Verify that the parents will be present 
and supervising, not just upstairs with the door closed. Announce that you may 
drop in on the party. (Your teen will be mortified if you actually show up, but 
the mere possibility that you might has some deterrent value.) And don’t forget 
about teen party-hopping: teens often start at one party, then move on to 
another party later in the evening. Make it an ironclad rule that your teen must 
notify you before going to another party. 

If you have a daughter, then there’s a fourth rule: 

No more than three years’ age difference between your daughter and the oldest 
boy in the group. Girls who go out with substantially older boys are more likely 
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to be pressured into having sex, more likely to get a sexually transmitted disease, 
and more likely to experience an unwanted pregnancy. 50 

With girls, there’s another way to decrease the risk of early sexual activity and 
teenage pregnancy: encouraging girls-only activities. Girls who participate in activities 
that are mostly or entirely girls-only—such as a girls-only soccer team, or ballet, or 
horseback riding—are less likely to be sexually active and much less likely to 
experience an unwanted pregnancy. 51 Competitive sports have been shown to be 
especially effective in getting girls to focus on something other than the rating and 
dating game. The more involved a girl is in competitive sports, the less likely she is to 
be sexually active and the less likely she is to get pregnant. 52 

That doesn’t hold for boys. Boys who play competitive sports are actually somewhat 
more likely to be sexually active than nonathletes. How come? Why does participation 
in sports have opposite effects on girls and boys with regard to sex? 

The answer has to do with self-esteem. Athletes, both girls and boys, typically have 
higher self-esteem than nonathletes. 5:7 Higher self-esteem increases the likelihood that 
a boy will have sex, while higher self-esteem decreases the likelihood that a teenage girl 
will have sex. Why the difference? Athletic boys usually rate somewhat higher in the 
popularity game than nonathletic boys do. So, athletic boys will have more 
opportunities for sex than boys who are not athletic. More opportunity for sex equals 
more sex—if you’re a boy. 

Girls choose to have sex not so much because they want to have sex but for other, 
more complex reasons. A girl with low self-esteem may be looking for affirmation of 
her femininity. She may think she’s not pretty. She may think she’s not popular. A 
boy who tells her she’s beautiful, a boy who listens to her with interest, may be the boy 
she allows into her bed. 

So. Tell your daughter to play sports and everything will be fine? Maybe. 
Encouraging your teenage daughter to sign up for sports or to continue in a sport she 
has been playing is not as easy as it sounds. A recent study of teenage American girls 
found that girls drop out of sports in droves beginning in middle school and 
continuing into high school. 54 Girls often perceive competitive sports as unfeminine, 
and girls often become more concerned with femininity as gender becomes more 
salient. Group membership also becomes more important as kids move through 
adolescence. In many middle schools and in most high schools, it’s become uncool for 
any but the most talented jock girls to play competitive sports. 

Another factor, often overlooked, is that most adolescent girls don’t like boys 
staring at them. Several researchers have found that girls drop out of sports because 
they don’t like the spooky feeling that boys—and even men—are watching their 
practices and their games just to stare at their bodies. “You can feel them looking at 
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you,” says one girl. 55 

So what can you do about that? Make sure that girls-only sports and physical 
education are available at your daughter’s school, for one thing. 56 Psychologist Anna 
Engel found that girls were much more likely to participate in physical education if 
P.E. classes were girls-only rather than coed. 57 

More generally, you should encourage your daughter to participate in activities 
where the focus is on what she does rather than on how she looks. In cheerleading, 
poms, ice skating, and ballet, for example, a major focus of the activity is on how you 
look. Is your uniform clean? Do your socks match? And don’t forget to smile! In 
soccer, field hockey, and basketball, on the other hand, the focus is on what you do. 
Your daughter’s soccer coach doesn’t (and shouldn’t) care whether your daughter’s 
socks match or whether her uniform is spotless. Nor should you. 

The two basic rules for guiding your child’s behavior are: 

First, make clear what’s forbidden, and enforce that prohibition. 

Second, offer alternadves. 

Remember when we talked about violent video games, in chapter 4? I advised: First, 
prohibit violent antisocial video games such as Grand Theft Auto. Second, encourage 
healthier real-life alternatives, such as playing soccer or football. 

In the case of sex, this strategy means: First, make sure your kid understands that 
you don’t approve of sexual activity involving genital contact between young teens. 
No oral sex. No penile-vaginal intercourse. And you’re going to do your best to 
enforce that prohibition. 

Second, offer alternatives. For girls, as I’ve said, that means sports, ballet, jazz 
dance, and other all-female activities. We have good data, as you’ve seen, showing that 
girls who participate in these activities are less likely to be sexually active. 

For guys, it’s tougher. There are no alternative activities that are unequivocally 
proven to decrease boys’ proclivity to engage in premature sexual activity. I have a 
theory about what might work, though: encourage cross-generational community 
activities in which boys and men work together. 

A school near my home sponsors a summertime program called Somos Amigos, 
“We Are Friends.” A group of sixteen teenage boys under the leadership of three or 
four adult men travels to the Dominican Republic for the summer. Their mission: to 
build three small houses for the local villagers. The boys eat what the villagers eat, 
mostly beans and rice. No McDonald’s, no Burger King, no Pizza Fiut. There’s no air 
conditioning. The conditions are brutal: hot and humid all day and all night. The 
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boys are doing work, real work, shoulder-to-shoulder with the adult men: hammering 
four-by-fours, putting up drywall, installing toilets. Despite the rugged conditions, 
each year between forty and fifty boys apply for the privilege of spending their 
summer this way. Those who’ve participated say it was among the most meaningful 
experiences of their lives. 

Here’s what’s really interesting, though: the organizers have told me that those boys 
subsequently are more respectful to women. You don’t hear about those boys sleeping 
around with every girl who will let them. That’s not scientific proof. But these boys 
are impressive. 

My other hope is that if we can generate enough real change in teen culture—if we 
can empower enough girls to take charge of their sexual agenda, so that girls will stop 
providing oral sex on demand—then such a change might offer another way to shift 
teenage sexuality toward a more person-centered, relationship-oriented basis and away 
from the impersonal, experience-oriented bias that is skewing teenage sexuality at the 
present time. We need more girls to say No. 
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7 


DRUGS 

This girl child was born as usual and presented with dolls that did pee-pee and miniature 
GE stoves and irons and wee lipsticks the color of cherry candy. Then in the magic of 
puberty, a classmate said: You have a great big nose and fat legs . . . She was advised to play 
coy, exhorted to come on hearty, exercise, diet, smile, and ivheedle ... In the casket displayed 
on satin she lay with the undertaker’s cosmetics painted on .. . Doesn’t she look pretty? 
everyone said. 

—“Barbie Doll,” Marge Piercy 1 


Caitlyn 

Caitlyn never was a superstar. The youngest of three children, she always seemed 
content to hang back in the shadows while her two older brothers took the limelight. 
Alex, the oldest, was smart. Really smart. He earned an A in every class without ever 
seeming to study and was accepted early to his first-choice school, the University of 
Pennsylvania. 

Aaron, the middle child, was a jock. Soccer in the fall, basketball in the winter, 
lacrosse in the spring. Aaron was the first sophomore at our high school ever to be 
named a starter on the high school varsity soccer team. The following year he led his 
team in scoring. By December of his junior year he had received invitations to visit 
some NCAA Division I soccer programs, including at Clemson and Virginia Tech. 

Jill, their mother, was a full-time mom who attended every one of Aaron’s games. 
Caitlyn seemed happy to tag along and cheer her brother on. 

Because Caitlyn had always been withdrawn and shy, parents Jill and Harry were 
concerned she might have problems when she started middle school. Jill read Reviving 
Ophelia and Odd Girl Out and most of the other books parents of girls are supposed to 
read nowadays. On nights when Jill and her husband went to bed at the same time, 
Jill would read Harry excerpts from those parenting books. If Harry complained, she 
would say, “You need to be prepared. She’s your daughter, too.” 

Middle school is supposed to be the toughest time for girls— but Caitlyn sailed 
through. In eighth grade, she blossomed. Over a period of about ten months, she shed 
her baby fat and became a slender and attractive teenager. 
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When she started high school the following year, it seemed as though the phone 
never stopped ringing. Every weekend she received a barrage of invitations—to go 
shopping, to go to a party, or just to go to a friend’s house to hang out. Nevertheless, 
her grades actually improved. She became obsessive about homework. By her 
sophomore year she was spending an average of three hours a night on homework. 
Her parents, especially Jill, marveled at her stamina, her discipline. “She’s our late 
bloomer,” Jill told her husband. 

Caitlyn’s weekends were filled with homework during the day, then parties or 
group trips to the movies Friday and Saturday night. Caitlyn begged her parents for 
more money to buy the latest fashions. Harry objected that Caitlyn’s clothes budget 
was way out of line. “We’re spending more on her clothes than we spent on Alex and 
Aaron combined,” he said. “And what she’s buying isn’t so fabulous, if you don’t mind 
my saying so. We’re paying Neiman Marcus prices for Kmart clothes. One hundred 
dollars for a pair of faded blue jeans?” 

“But she’s a girl. Girls’ clothes cost more. And girls care more about clothes,” Jill 
said. “Boys can wear the same thing over and over again and nobody cares. If a girl 
wears the same outfit twice in a month, other girls notice.” Secretly, though, Jill had 
to admit that Caitlyn’s spending was excessive, and Caitlyn didn’t show good 
judgment about prices. But Jill was so pleased to see her daughter finally coming in to 
her own, finally taking center stage, she couldn’t bring herself to talk to Caitlyn about 
it. She’ll only be a teenager once, Jill thought. Let her have this chance. 

The college counselor said that Caitlyn was a shoo-in for the University of 
Maryland, but Caitlyn wanted to go out of state. As Caitlyn began her senior year, Jill 
and Harry’s biggest concern was whether they would be able to afford tuition for an 
Ivy League school without cutting back on contributions to their own retirement 
plans. 

In retrospect, all the telltale signs were there. But when the phone rang at 3 A.M. 
that Sunday morning early in November, Jill had no clue that Caitlyn had been 
hiding a secret. 

Jill thought at first that the phone call must be a wrong number or a crank call. 
Hello, she mumbled into the phone. 

“Hello, my name is Cathy, I’m a nurse at the Shady Grove Hospital Emergency 
Room. Are you the mother of Caitlyn Morrison?” the nurse asked. 

Yes of course, Jill answered. 

“Caitlyn’s friends brought her here about two hours ago,” the nurse said. “Caitlyn is 
still unconscious. She tried to commit suicide.” 
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“That’s impossible,” Jill said immediately, instantly wide awake. “How—what 
makes you say that?” 

“We found empty bottles of Xanax and Vicodin in her purse,” the nurse said 
matter-of-factly. “Her tox screen is positive for Xanax and Vicodin. And we found a 
suicide note.” 

“A suicide note? How—What does it say?” Jill asked, then before the nurse could 
answer, she said, “No wait! How is she? How is she?” Please let her be all right, Jill 
prayed. Suddenly she found it hard to breathe. Tears welled in her eyes. “Will she be 
okay?” 

“Dr. Sorenson just told me that Caitlyn is stable enough to be transferred upstairs 
to the intensive care unit,” the nurse said. “Normally we put teenagers in a special part 
of the peds ICU, but the peds ICU is completely filled, so she’ll be in the regular 
ICU.” 

“Oh my God,” Jill said, trying to grasp what was happening. Harry was still 
snoring. 

“We’ve seen two other girls just in the past week, with the same story, exactly the 
same combination of drugs,” the nurse said. “OD’d on Xanax and Vicodin. Those 
girls came in just like Caitlyn, and I can tell you both of them pulled through okay. So 
hopefully Caitlyn will pull through this fine, too.” 

“I’ll be right there,” Jill said. 

Harry slept through the entire phone call. Only when Jill was completely dressed 
and on her way out of the bedroom did he stir. “What’s up?” he mumbled. 

You big lump, she wanted to say. Our daughter is in the emergency room! “I’m 
going to bring Caitlyn home,” she said, and she was off. 

When Jill arrived at the hospital, Caitlyn was already in the intensive care unit. “I’m 
sorry, visiting hours don’t start until 8 A.M.,” the unit clerk told her. 

“But I’m her mother ,” Jill said impatiently. 

“I understand,” the clerk said. “If you’ll just have a seat, I’ll see whether the nurse 
can come out and speak with you now.” 

The nurse, a pleasant middle-aged woman named Rosemary, explained that ICU 
policy didn’t allow visitors in the middle of the night, not even parents. “But don’t 
worry. The moment Caitlyn starts waking up, I’ll buzz you in, visiting hours or no,” 
Rosemary said. 
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“She’s still asleep?” Jill asked. 


“She’s still unconscious,” Rosemary said. “But Dr. Feingold expects her to regain 
consciousness by morning. If she doesn’t, he’ll give her some Narcan.” 

“Who’s Dr. Feingold? What’s Narcan?” Jill asked. 

“Dr. Feingold’s the attending physician. Fie’s an intensivist.” 

“What’s an intensivist? And if he can can wake her up by giving her some Narcan, 
why doesn’t he give the Narcan to her now \Jill asked. 

“I tell you what, Jill,” Rosemary said patiently. “Don’t worry about the details of 
your daughter’s medical care. Leave that to us. Caitlyn is going to be just fine, 
medically speaking. You need to be focusing on other things.” 

“Like what?” Jill asked plaintively. 

“Like what you’re going to say to Caitlyn when you see her.” 

“I’ll just tell her I love her. . . .” Jill said, and her voice trailed off. She realized that 
she still had no idea why her daughter had done this. 

“Fiere’s the suicide note they found on her,” Rosemary said. “It was in her purse, on 
the top, where she knew we’d find it.” She held out a folded sheet of paper to Jill. 

Jill nodded and took the paper without opening it. “Thank you,” Jill said. 

“Ask the clerk to buzz me if you have any questions,” Rosemary said. “I’m working 
a twelve-hour, so I’ll be here when visiting hours start.” 

Jill waited until Rosemary had gone before she looked at her daughter’s note. After 
the first two paragraphs, she began to cry, so she stumbled to the women’s restroom. 
Mercifully, no one else was there, giving Jill some privacy as she read her daughter’s 
confession: 

Dear Mom and Dad, 

I’m so sorry to be doing this. I know how much this will hurt you. But there just isn’t any 
other choice for me. 

I guess you guys still don’t know that I’ve been doing drugs for a long time now. I started 
in eighth grade. At first I just used Dexedrine, to lose weight. And it worked. I really 
thought I could get away with it. It was so easy to fool you guys, along with everybodyelse. 
Everybody just looked at the surface. People saw how thin I got, and everybody thought it 
was just great. They envied me. They never wondered: How did that fat girl get so thin? 
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Dexedrine was wonderful—except for the palpitations and the nausea and the headaches, 
But that seemed like a small price to pay. Then I started having panic attacks. So say hello 
to Xanax. Even with Xanax, though, I never could get really calm inside. Until I discovered 
Vicodin. 

For a while I thought I could still pull it off. Especially because I knew that other girls 
were doing it. I felt like I was juggling a dozen balls in the air all at once. Maybe I could 
just keep juggling forever. I had a routine: Dexedrine in the morning, Dexedrine and 
Xanax at lunch, Xanax after school, Xanax and Vicodin at bedtime.No problem. 

Then the drugs stopped working. Not all at once. Gradually. I tried taking more. 1 
increased the Vicodin to two a day. Then four. Then six. Then ten. The side effects got to 
be awful. I thought about stopping all the drugs, just going cold turkey. But that would 
mean going back to being fat and stupid. I could never get the grades I was getting without 
the boost from the drugs. And I couldn’t stand the thought of being fat and ugly and stupid 
again. Once you’ve tasted the glory of being everybody’s favorite girl, how can you give that 
up? 

The truth is that the real me is an ugly, fat, stupid girl. And I just can’t go on pretending 
taking drugs and trying to fool people. I hate having to lie to you guys—about what I’m 
spending all the money on, about how I’m able to stay up all night studying, about how I lo. 
all that weight. 

And I don’t want to be the person I really am. I don’t like that person. She’s ugly and 
stupid and fat. 

Please forgive me. 

Love always, 

Caitlyn 


Different Drugs, Different Highs 

Girls and boys turn to drugs for different reasons. Girls use stimulant medications 
such as Dexedrine far more than boys do, for example, as a way to lose weight. 2 Girls 
use drugs like Xanax and Vicodin to relieve stress, to calm down, and because their 
friends are doing it. 

Boys get involved with drugs for different reasons. Most boys who abuse drugs are 
looking for a thrill. And, they want the excitement of doing something dangerous. 
Remember the chapter about risk, about boys’ risk-taking behaviors? Boys are more 
likely to buy illegal drugs from strangers while girls buy most of their drugs from 
people they know. 3 
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What do teenagers themselves say about it? In a nationwide survey of 6,748 
adolescents—selected to be geographically and ethnically representative of the entire 
United States—researchers found consistent gender differences in the reasons 
teenagers give for using drugs, alcohol, and cigarettes. Girls were sixteen times more 
likely than boys to say that they smoke in order to keep their weight down, for 
example. Boys were more than three times as likely as girls to say that they smoke in 
order to look cool. 4 

Despite the fact that girls and boys use drugs for different reasons and in different 
contexts, most drug prevention and treatment programs still don’t distinguish between 
girls and boys. A 2003 report from the Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse 
(CASA) concluded that there’s no excuse anymore for failing to recognize 
fundamental gender differences in drug prevention and drug treatment. “Girls and 
boys use drugs for different reasons, get drugs from different sources, differ in their 
ease of obtaining substances and are targeted by the media in different ways . . . Now 
is the time to replace one-size-fits-all [drug abuse prevention and treatment] with 
comprehensive approaches tailored to the needs and circumstances of girls and young 
women,” the report concluded. 5 And for young men as well, I might add. 

Let’s start by looking at some of the reasons why girls and boys use drugs and 
alcohol. Then we’ll look at what you can do, as a parent, to keep your child from 
experimenting with drugs and alcohol in the first place or to get them to stop using if 
they’ve already started. 


Risk Factors 

Caitlyn’s story illustrates the number-one risk factor for drug use among girls: 
namely, low self-esteem. Caitlyn thought she was stupid and fat. She compared herself 
negatively with her brilliant brother Alex and her athletic brother Aaron. There was 
nothing about herself that she was proud of. Dexedrine helped her lose weight and 
gave her the energy to stay up late so she could do long hours of homework every 
night, night after night. 

We’ve already seen how self-esteem works in different ways for girls compared with 
boys. Girls with high self-esteem are less likely to have sex before age sixteen. Boys 
with high self-esteem are more likely to have sex before age sixteen. The best evidence 
suggests that a similar phenomenon is at play with regard to drugs and alcohol. Girls 
with low self-esteem are at much higher risk for using drugs and alcohol. 6 By the same 
token, depressed girls are more likely to start using drugs and alcohol. With boys, 
there’s no strong relationship either way between self-esteem or depression on the one 
hand and the risk of using drugs and alcohol on the other. 7 Later in this chapter we’ll 
explore some reasons for the difference. 
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Caitlyn’s story also illustrates how academic stress can perpetuate a girl’s use of 
drugs. Psychologists Suniya Luthar and Bronwyn Becker studied sixth- and seventh- 
grade girls in an affluent community. They found that for these middle school girls, 
academic stress was a common pathway to substance abuse. 8 Don’t underestimate the 
stress your twelve-year-old daughter is telling you about. From your perspective as an 
adult, whether she gets an A or a B in Spanish is not a matter of world-shaking 
importance. But in her world, it may be. 

The best way to protect a girl like Caitlyn from falling into the drug trap is to find 
ways to strengthen her self-confidence and self-esteem, and to de-stress her 
environment. Remember those heartbreaking words at the end of Caitlyn’s suicide 
note: “. . . the real me is an ugly, fat, stupid girl. ... I don’t want to be the person I 
really am. I don’t like that person. She’s ugly and stupid and fat.” Your job is to 
change the way Caitlyn evaluates herself, so that she’s focusing not on how she looks 
but on who she is. 

Good parenting requires knowledge, insight, and understanding. It’s your job as a 
parent to know your child—not only to know who she is right now, but also to sense 
who she could become, where her hidden strengths lie. You have to know your child 
better than she knows herself. And you have to resist the tendency to push your child 
in a direction that worked for you or for one of your other children. 

In this case, Caitlyn’s parents were “programmed,” so to speak, by their two older 
children Alex and Aaron. They had come to think that all kids were either jocks or 
brains. Caitlyn was neither, so—with all due respect to her parents Jill and Harry— 
they assumed that Caitlyn didn’t have any special talent of her own. 

Were they right? 

Rosemary, the nurse in the intensive care unit, was right about Caitlyn’s medical 
prognosis. Caitlyn regained consciousness the morning after she was admitted, just as 
Rosemary had predicted. Jill was at Caitlyn’s bedside when she woke up. “I didn’t 
die?” were Caitlyn’s first words to her mother. Jill couldn’t tell whether Caitlyn was 
relieved or disappointed. 

Two days later, Dr. Feingold cleared her for medical discharge, and Caitlyn was 
transferred to Potomac Ridge, an inpatient psychiatric facility. After two weeks of 
group therapy—as well as Wellbutrin and Lexapro (two antidepressant medications) 
—the doctor said that Caitlyn was ready to go home. “She’s so much more relaxed 
now,” Jill told me. “I don’t know whether that calmness is just the medications, or 
whether that’s what Caitlyn is really like when she’s not taking Dexedrine. I wish she 
didn’t have to take any medication at all.” 

The psychiatrist, Dr. Himmelfarb, insisted that Caitlyn would have to stay on her 
medication for at least six months, probably longer. Those were the same six months 
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during which she was supposed to decide which college to go to. She had to take a 
grade of incomplete in two of her subjects that fall. Caitlyn was worried that her 
college applications would be in jeopardy because of those incompletes, but I sent 
letters to the colleges, saying that she’d been hospitalized for three weeks because of an 
(unspecified) illness. As it turned out, she was accepted at most of the colleges she 
applied to. 

In the meantime, Caitlyn discovered something she enjoyed, something she was 
really good at. With Dr. Himmelfarb’s approval, she started volunteering as an aide at 
Potomac Ridge. Because she had been an inpatient there herself, and because she was 
still a teenager, she had a special credibility with the teenage inpatients. 

One evening the aides on duty at Potomac Ridge were talking about Malia, a 
fourteen-year-old girl who had been put in the isolation room again after hitting a 
nurse’s aide. Malia had been at Potomac Ridge for five days. This was her third time 
in isolation. “That girl’s a bad number, a real mean one,” said Sophie, one of the aides. 
“She’s the sort who’d just as soon kill you as look at you.” Two other aides, Taneesha 
and Ruthanne, nodded. 

“Do you mind if I go in and talk with her?” Caitlyn said. 

Sophie, Taneesha, and Ruthanne just stared at her. “You crazy? You want to die?” 
Sophie finally asked. “That girl will eat you alive and spit out your bones.” 

Caitlyn shrugged. “Do you mind if I try?” she repeated. 

Sophie and Ruthanne watched through the small window of the locked room as 
Caitlyn sat down on the bed across from Malia. They couldn’t hear what Caitlyn was 
saying, and at first it didn’t seem to be having any effect. Malia remained sitting on 
the floor in a corner, huddled in a tight fetal curl with her head between her knees. 
But after Caitlyn had been talking for about a minute, Malia looked up. Sophie and 
Ruthanne were amazed to see an enchanting smile on Malia’s face. “You know, that 
girl is almost pretty when she smiles,” Sophie said. 

Caitlyn stayed in Malia’s room for two hours. When she knocked on the door to be 
let out, Malia was by her side. “Malia’s coming out with me,” Caitlyn said, not a 
question but a statement. “She won’t need to be in the locked room anymore.” 

Sophie looked suspiciously at Malia. Malia nodded. “I won’t hit anybody,” Malia 
said. “As long as I can talk with Caitlyn, on the nights when she’s here.” 

Caitlyn went to Potomac Ridge every evening for the next two weeks, spending an 
hour or more each night with Malia, mostly listening, sometimes talking. Nobody 
knew what they said to each other, but everybody could see that Malia had changed. 
She wasn’t violent anymore. She didn’t shout or scream anymore. And she started 
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sleeping at night. 

“What do you girls talk about?” Dr. Osenick, the attending psychiatrist, asked 
Caitlyn just before Malia was discharged. 

“Not much,” Caitlyn said. “I tell her about myself a little. I tell her how bad I used 
to feel, how I used to hate my body, hate my life.” 

“You know,” Dr. Osenick said, “if you ever become a professional therapist, one of 
the first things you’ll learn is that you shouldn’t tell your client too much about 
yourself. The focus of therapy should be on the patient, not on the therapist.” 

“Then I guess I won’t ever be a professional therapist,” Caitlyn said mildly. 

Caitlyn was accepted to Cornell. She went to visit the campus in late April. She still 
hadn’t decided which college she would go to, but Cornell was the only Ivy League 
school to which she had applied. She stayed overnight in one of the dorms. 

“How’d you like it?” her mother asked her. 

“It was scary,” Caitlyn said. “All the kids seem so grown up. And some of the girls 
there are really skinny. And it’s out in the middle of nowhere. I mean, Ithaca is like a 
gazillion miles from anywhere.” 

When Caitlyn said “some of the girls there are really skinny,” a chill went through 
Jill’s heart. Caitlyn had gained thirty pounds in the months since her suicide attempt. 
She was up to 140 pounds (at five-feet-four-inches tall). Jill thought Caitlyn looked 
beautiful, but she was worried. On the other hand: What parent wouldn’t want their 
child to go to an Ivy League college? 

In May, Caitlyn decided to decline the offer from Cornell and to go to Towson 
instead. “I need to stay close to home,” she said. “And I want to keep volunteering at 
Potomac Ridge at least a few days a month. I’m going to be a therapist someday.” 

I think it’s clear in retrospect that Caitlyn’s talents lay in her ability to care about 
people. It’s easy to be critical after the fact, but maybe Caitlyn wouldn’t have started 
using drugs if her parents had tried harder, earlier, to find Caitlyn’s areas of strength 
instead of just taking her along to watch Aaron play soccer and lacrosse. When Caitlyn 
was younger, she loved to be around animals. Suppose the parents had signed Caitlyn 
up to volunteer at the zoo, or at an animal shelter in our town where no animal is ever 
euthanized. Empathic children like Caitlyn love to care for animals. If her mother had 
driven Caitlyn to volunteer at the zoo, even if it meant missing some of Aaron’s 
games, Caitlyn would have gotten the message that her interests mattered just as much 
as Aaron’s triumphs on the field. 
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I mentioned a moment ago how the stress of high academic expectations can lead 
girls to start using drugs. What can you do about that? You have to show your 
daughter that there are other ways to relax besides taking Xanax or getting drunk or 
smoking a joint. Join her for a long walk in the park, or introduce her to prayer or 
meditation—but only if you’re proficient and comfortable with those methods, of 
course. Share with her your own ways of coping. You can build a bond, and hopefully 
decrease the risk that she will turn to drugs when she needs to relax. One mom I know 
likes to bake a cake when she’s feeling stressed, and she’s taught her two daughters to 
do the same. Maybe that’s not the lowest-calorie way to relax, but it’s a lot safer than 
illegal drugs. “Comfort cooking,” she calls it. 9 

None of this works for boys, though. Boys are different. 


Ethan 

Mike and Uta adopted Ethan when Ethan was almost two years old. Like many 
African-American children given up for adoption, Ethan had been in a series of foster 
care placements from birth until the time Mike and Uta adopted him. - 

Mike was a research physicist at the National Institute of Standards and 
Technology. Mike had always been a geek. He’d met his wife, Uta, while doing a 
three-year postdoctoral fellowship at the Max Planck Institute in Germany. Mike and 
Uta shared a love of the novels of Thomas Mann, the music of Gustav Mahler, and 
Mosel wine. They used to refer to themselves as the 3M club: Mann, Mahler, and 
Mosel. Mike in particular was a great believer in the power of a good upbringing. He 
was confident that he would be able to raise his young son to share his tastes and his 
hobbies. 

Wrong. Uta and Mike soon were getting a crash course in infantile masculinity. 
Ethan loved to smash things, throw food, collide into furniture head-on at full speed. 
Within a few weeks of Ethan’s arrival in the home, Uta had packed everything 
breakable away in boxes, labeling the boxes carefully and then stacking them in the 
basement. Ethan found his way into the basement, tore open one of the boxes, and 
stomped on the china Uta had so carefully packed away. After that, they started calling 
Ethan “the little criminal,” and they treated him like one, too. They barricaded those 
parts of the house that were off-limits to Ethan, and they kept him on a leash— 
literally—at the mall. Uta and Mike had originally planned to adopt two or three 
children, but after Ethan arrived, they decided one was enough. 

I first met Ethan when he was fifteen years old, five-feet-ten-inches tall, 180 
pounds, and in ninth grade. He was already a star in basketball and football. We even 
heard a rumor that one of the big high schools down-county was already trying to steal 
him away to play for their teams. 
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Ethan’s grades had been mediocre all through middle school: C’s and D’s across the 
board, except for an A in physical education. But when grades came out for the first 
marking period of ninth grade, they were worse: he had failed English and Spanish, 
with D’s in his other subjects. He still had his A in physical education, though. His 
father, Mike, decided that it was time to make a change. 

“He can finish the football season,” Mike said to me. “There are only two games 
left in the football season. But no basketball. Sports are taking up too much of his 
time. There’s just no way he should be spending two or three hours a day on sports 
when he’s failing English and Spanish. Don’t you agree?” 

I paused. “Honestly, I’m not sure I do,” I said. “I’m not convinced that taking 
Ethan out of sports will improve his academic performance. In fact, it might backfire.” 

“Doctor, with all due respect,” Mike said, “that makes no sense. The more time he 
spends on sports, the less time he has for school.” 

Mike and Elta pulled Ethan out of sports. “We want what is best for you,” Uta told 
Ethan. “We want for you to be able to go to college.” 

“I don’t want to go to college,” Ethan said. 

“Sometimes you have to do things you don’t like, in order to get the things you 
want later,” Mike chimed in. 

“But what I want is to play basketball right now” Ethan complained. “How is 
taking me off the basketball team going to help me play basketball?” 

Uta and Mike looked at each other, the same despairing glance they had exchanged 
so many times over the years. Why can’t Ethan understand? was what the glance said. 

When he started high school, Ethan had hung out with the jocks. But you can’t 
hang with the jocks if you’re not on the team—or it’s hard, at any rate, especially if 
you’re a freshman. One month into basketball season, Ethan was drifting. He was 
supposed to come straight home every day after school and work on his homework, 
but he wasn’t. Instead, he was hanging out in the high school parking lot, catching 
rides to Rockville and the District of Columbia with the older boys, coming home late 
at night. 

The first week of December, Uta smelled the sweet, pungent odor of marijuana on 
Ethan’s clothes. She spoke with Mike that evening. They decided to confront Ethan. 
To their surprise, he didn’t deny using pot. 

“Yeah, I smoke pot. So?” he said. 
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“But you never smoked pot before,” Mike said. 

“That’s because no ATHLETE’s gonna smoke pot, because pot messes with your 
re-ACTION time,” Ethan said, raising his voice. “Your re-ACTION time is what it’s 
all about, see. But you made me quit basketball. So why the HELL shouldn’t I smoke 
some pot?” 

“Please don’t swear, Ethan,” Mike said. 

“Right. No god-DAMN swearing allowed in THIS house,” Ethan said. “No 
NOTHIN allowed in this house.” 

“Ethan, we’re just concerned for you, because pot damages your brain. You said it 
yourself. Pot slows your reaction time,” Uta said. 

“I don’t need this shit,” Ethan said, and walked out the door. 

They didn’t see him again for three days. 

After Ethan had been missing for two days, they notified the police. “We need to 
report that our son is missing,” Mike told the officer at the police station. 

The officer listened to Mike’s story. Then the officer said, “He’s not missing. He’s a 
runaway.” 

“What’s the difference?” Mike asked. 

“Missing means you don’t know what happened to the person. Maybe they were 
abducted. You don’t have any idea. Runaway means a juvenile under eighteen 
deliberately left home. Your son is a runaway.” 

“Runaway” seemed like the right word to describe the cascade of events over the 
next six months. Ethan began stealing money from his parents routinely, brazenly, 
once even taking money out of Uta’s purse while Uta watched him do it. Uta and 
Mike bought a safe. They began locking their valuables in the safe at all times, even 
when they were at home. 

Ethan flunked ninth grade. Mike and Uta consulted with a psychiatrist who 
specializes in adolescent drug addiction. The psychiatrist recommended that Mike and 
Uta allow Ethan to play football. “According to school rules, Ethan will be allowed on 
the team only if he can maintain his GPA above flunking. Right now, Ethan’s got no 
motivation to succeed,” the psychiatrist told them. “At least being on the team will 
give him some motivation. And we’ll get him in a random drug testing program. If he 
tests positive, he’s off the team.” 

At six feet, two hundred pounds, Ethan towered over the other JV football players 
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the following fall. But the coach kept him on JV just the same. “He needs to learn 
some discipline,” the coach said. Sure enough, Ethan brought his grades up—to a C 
average. But rejoining the team didn’t eliminate Ethan’s drug habit. He wasn’t 
stealing anymore, but he was still using drugs. Uta could smell pot on his clothes, and 
she found traces of pot or drug paraphernalia—mostly cigarette wrapping papers—in 
his clothes. 

“Where is he getting the money?” Elta asked Mike one night as they lay in bed 
together. “And how is he able to pass the drug tests?” 

“I don’t want to know,” Mike said, and turned on his side away from his wife. “I’m 
going to sleep.” 


This Is Your Brain on Drugs 

Remember what we talked about in the chapter on risk? Danger doesn’t reliably 
deter boys. It may even spur some boys on. Educating boys about “the dangers of 
drugs” can be counterproductive. You may stimulate the behavior you’re trying to 
discourage. 

Did you ever see that old commercial where the man shows an intact egg and says, 
“This is your brain”? Then he cracks the egg, puts it in a frying pan, it sizzles, and he 
says, “This is your brain on drugs”? That sort of commercial works reasonably well 
with girls. Girls watch the commercial and think, Hmm, I don’t want my brain to end 
up like an egg frying in a pan. 

Not so with boys—especially not with the sensation-seeking, risk-taking boys who 
are at greatest risk. Those boys see the frying egg, hear the narrator say, This is your 
brain on drugs, and think: “Way cool! Where can I get some of that stuff?” I know a 
teenage boy who’s wallpapered his room with the “This is your brain on drugs” poster 
and other posters like it, warning of the dangers of drugs. This boy uses drugs and he 
wants everybody to know it. 

As a society, what we are doing right now is not working. The United States 
government recently announced that its five-year, $900 million ad campaign intended 
to discourage drug use among teens was a total failure. Teenagers who saw the 
government commercials were more likely to use drugs than teenagers who never saw 
the commercials. 10 

Mike and Uta meant well when they warned their son about the dangers of drugs. 
Mike after all had always been one of those 10 percent of boys who are highly risk- 
averse (we’ll come back to those boys in chapter 9). And Uta, like most women, 
thought that telling her son about the dangers of drug use would decrease the 
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likelihood that he would use drugs. After all, any sensible person would avoid using a 
substance that damages the brain, right? 

Right. But most fifteen-year-old boys are not sensible people. They are fifteen-year- 
old boys. 

What could Mike and Uta have done differently? Of course, I think they should 
have followed my advice in the first place as far as leaving Ethan on the team. Would 
that have prevented Ethan from using drugs? Maybe. Maybe not. Participation in 
competitive sports has been proven to be an effective strategy for decreasing the risk of 
drug use among teenage girls. But it’s not been shown to make a big difference for 
boys. 

Epidemiologist Deborah Aaron and her colleagues at the University of Pittsburgh 
studied how playing sports affected the likelihood of drug and alcohol use among 
adolescents. They found that boys who played sports were slightly more likely to drink 
alcohol, whereas playing sports had a protective effect for the girls. Playing sports 
decreased the likelihood that a girl would smoke cigarettes, for example. 11 Those 
findings were confirmed and expanded by the 2003 report from the Center on 
Addiction and Substance Abuse that I mentioned earlier in this chapter. According to 
that report, teenage girls who participate in three or more extracurricular activities 
during the school year are half as likely to smoke as those who don’t participate in any 
activities. The active girls are also less likely to drink alcohol and much less likely to 
use marijuana. 12 Participating in sports and other extracurricular activities just doesn’t 
have those kinds of benefits for boys. 

Why the difference? It goes back, I think, to issues of selfesteem. Participation in 
extracurricular activities, and especially in competitive sports, raises girls’ self-esteem. 
Low self-esteem is a major risk factor for drug and alcohol use among girls, so raising 
self-esteem lowers the risk of drug and alcohol use among girls. 

But boys are different. Boys don’t drink or use drugs to assuage low self-esteem. 
Boys drink and use drugs because they’re sensation-seeking or because they want to 
look cool. Playing sports doesn’t decrease their interest in sensation-seeking or wanting 
to look cool. It may be the case that boys who are the greatest risk-takers are also the 
most likely to participate in competitive sports, in which case participation in sports 
may be a marker for boys who are at higher risk for drug and alcohol use—without 
being the cause of that increased risk. 


Look in the Mirror 


We’ve laid out some of the basic differences between girls and boys in terms of why 
they use drugs and alcohol as well as a few of the risk factors and protective factors 
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that increase or decrease the likelihood of their using drugs and alcohol. Now let’s talk 
about concrete action you can take to decrease the likelihood that your daughter or son 
will use drugs or alcohol. 

Look in the mirror. If you have a drinking problem, don’t waste your time talking 
to your daughter or son about drugs or alcohol. Your word has no credibility. 

If you smoke cigarettes, you’re stepping up to bat with two and a half strikes against 
you. “You smoke twenty cigarettes a day. I smoke two joints a week. What gives you 
the right to tell me that what I’m doing is wrong?” That’s what one teenage boy told 
his mother after she warned him about the dangers of smoking pot. Mom tried to 
answer that marijuana is more dangerous than tobacco. Her son responded with facts 
and figures purporting to show that tobacco is more dangerous than pot. Mom 
thought that her son was inventing most of the facts and figures, and maybe he was. 
But you don’t want to get bogged down comparing the relative risks of marijuana and 
cigarettes. 

If you’ve used drugs in the past, don’t mention it unless you have no choice. Don’t 
try saying, “I used pot when I was your age, so that’s how I know how bad it is.” Your 
teen has many good responses ready for that one, including: 

“Maybe it was bad for you. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad for me. You’re not me.” 

“Why shouldn’t I be allowed to try something you did yourself?” 

“You turned out okay, didn’t you? So it couldn’t be that bad.” 

If your teen confronts you and demands to know whether you used pot, tell the 
truth. But don’t boast or brag. Acknowledge your mistake, but don’t try to use your 
prior experience for any advantage when you talk with your child. 


Just the Facts, Please 

When you talk with your kids about drugs, stick to the facts. But keep in mind that 
the relevant facts are different depending on whether you’re talking to a daughter or a 
son. 

For your daughter, make sure she understands the harm of using drugs. If you’re 
not sure of the facts yourself, start with a balanced, unbiased, noncommercial source 
of information. I recommend the National Library of Medicine, a division of the 
National Institutes of Health. Go to their “layperson’s” website, 
www.medlineplus.gov , type in the name of the drug that you want to learn about, and 
you’ll get reliable, accurate information. 
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Remember that girls get most of their drugs from friends, and that the transaction 
usually takes place in a private home. 13 Know where your daughter is. Know who her 
friends are. Talk to her friends’ parents. Ask her to check in with you frequently 
throughout the day. Consider purchasing one of those personal GPS trackers I 
mentioned in the last chapter. Keep tabs on her. Make sure she knows that you will be 
checking up on her. And verify her statements, openly, with her cooperation. If she 
says that she’s at Melissa’s house, ask her to call you back using Melissa’s home phone 
rather than the cell phone. Look at your caller ID: Does the number match Melissa’s 
home phone number? Make sure your daughter understands what you’re doing and 
why. That knowledge will actually empower your daughter to refuse unsafe requests. 
If her friends invite her to go downtown to somebody else’s home, she can tell them: 
“No, I can’t, because my mom makes me call her from everybody’s house and she’ll 
see from her caller ID that I’m not where I told her I’d be.” For thirteen- and 
fourteen- and fifteen-year-old girls, that technique really does work. “I wish my mom 
cared that much about me” is what one girl said after another girl I know explained 
her mom’s requirements. 

What about boys? My experience is that the approach I just outlined for girls is 
ineffective for boys. First of all, the trick of asking your teen to call you from the home 
of a friend is a nonstarter with boys. Boys who “check in” with their parents will be 
ridiculed by other boys, as your son will quickly learn. Second, remember that boys 
are more likely to purchase drugs from a stranger, outdoors, in a park or on the street. 
So keeping track of which particular house your son is visiting is less relevant. 

Regarding drug education: the evidence of the past thirty years suggests that 
educating boys about the dangers of drugs is a waste of time. On the contrary: 
emphasizing the harmful, mind-blowing, damaging effects of drugs can boomerang. 
That approach will pique the interest of thrill-seeking boys. Remember that these are 
the same boys who go snowboarding down a steep mountain without taking a lesson 
first. 

So what works with boys? My recommendation is: clear and consistent discipline. 
Tell your fourteen-year-old son, “If I catch you drinking or smoking or using any kind 
of drugs, we’ll take the PlayStation and lock it away for the three months that you’re 
grounded.” Teenage boys prize mobility and independence. Tell your fifteen-year-old 
son: “If I catch you using drugs, you won’t be driving until you’re seventeen, not 
sixteen.” Tell your sixteen-year-old son: “If I catch you drinking or using drugs, you 
lose the car keys for six months. Minimum of six months.” These measures may seem 
extreme, but they can also be lifesaving. And I haven’t found anything else that works 
—for boys. 


What’s for Supper? 
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We’ve been focusing on what I call “negative discipline.” Punishment for bad 
behavior. What about positive discipline? What positive interventions have been 
shown to decrease the risk of drug and alcohol use? 

Answer: eating supper together. According to the Center for Addiction and 
Substance Abuse, “The more often teens have dinner with their parents, the less likely 
they are to smoke, drink or use drugs.” 14 The protective effect of teens having dinner 
with their parents is greater for girls than for boys, but it’s significant for both sexes. 15 

Why are kids who eat supper with their parents less likely to use drugs? Several 
reasons come to mind. First, parents who insist on eating supper together with their 
kids are more likely to be parents who know what their kids are doing. Kids whose 
parents are involved in their lives will be kids who are less likely to use drugs and 
alcohol, compared with kids whose parents don’t bother to make the effort. 

Second, if it’s an ironclad rule that your kids have to be home for supper, then 
there’s less opportunity for them to be somewhere else. If your son isn’t home when 
you get home, and he doesn’t arrive home until ten or eleven or midnight, then you 
really don’t have a clue what he’s been up to, do you? 

I know you’re busy. Everybody’s busy. But please, try your best to make dinner at 
home a family affair. And here’s one rule you should never break: when all family 
members are at home at supper time, all family members should eat together. I see 
more and more families for whom eating separately is an accepted way of life. Dad 
brings a pizza home, but neither of his kids answer when he announces that he’s 
home, so he eats alone in the kitchen. Twelve-year-old Dean darts into the kitchen a 
minute later, grabs three slices of pizza, and goes back to his room, closing the door 
behind him. Fifteen-year-old Diana sneers at the pizza, takes a cup of yogurt out of 
the refrigerator and grabs a spoon, all the while talking on her cell phone. Mom arrives 
home half an hour later. It’s too late to make a proper supper, and besides, everybody’s 
already eaten, so she just tosses something in the microwave for herself. 

Your kids won’t starve if they have to wait a few minutes for supper. Maybe another 
reason kids do better in families that eat supper together is because with everybody’s 
busy schedules, eating supper together requires you to stay in touch with one another 
during the day. It gives you a reason to call your child (aside from custodial checking- 
up). “I’m running late,” you tell your son on the phone at 4:30 P.M. “You’re good at 
making spaghetti with meatballs, so you’re the cook tonight.” (Your son groans.) 
“Check in the kitchen to make sure you have everything you need,” you tell him. “I’ll 
call you back in fifteen minutes.” 


The Day Everything Changes 
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Most parents I’ve known don’t think their kids are doing drugs. Other kids, maybe. 
But not their kid. Then comes the day when they find out. Mom discovers drug 
paraphernalia in her son’s pants pocket. Or Dad finds an incriminating e-mail message 
on his daughter’s computer. 

What do you do now? 

Remember the principles we talked about earlier: 
establish the prohibition; 
offer alternatives. 

Whether you have a daughter or a son, you need to make clear that drug use is 
prohibited. But the right alternative depends on whether we’re talking about a girl or a 
boy. If your daughter is smoking in order to relax, you need to help her find other 
ways to loosen up. If your daughter is using Dexedrine to lose weight, you need to 
offer her safer ways to lose weight. Join an exercise club with your daughter. Or better 
yet, help her to accept herself as she is, and shift the focus away from how she looks. 

If you have a son who’s a risk-taker, a son who’s using drugs because he’s looking 
for a thrill, you need to help him explore safer, healthier ways to get that risk-taking 
tingle. Snowboarding, skiing, mountain biking, motocross, mountain climbing. 

Wait a second, you’re thinking. You’ve just discovered your son is using drugs. I’m 
telling you to buy your son a snowboard or a mountain bike. Am I saying that you 
should reward your son for using drugs? What about punishment? 

We’ll talk more about discipline in the next chapter. I’m not saying that you can’t 
discipline your son, or your daughter. But it’s not enough just to take away your 
daughter’s cell phone or your son’s driving privileges. You have to offer alternatives. 
Positive alternatives that ease your daughter’s hurt or satisfy your son’s desire for 
excitement. 

The other objection I hear from parents of sons in this situation is that the 
alternatives I’m suggesting are risky. Your son could break his leg snowboarding. He 
could crack his skull mountain biking. 

That’s all true. But those risks are healthy risks. When your son allows a drug dealer 
to stick a needle in his arm, your son has entered a much darker world. 


132 



8 


DISCIPLINE 


I was so concerned about being a friend that I sometimes forgot to be a parent. 

—Mother of seven children 1 


Kristen 

I first met Kristen when she was eleven and a half years old. Diane, her mother, 
brought her in for a routine checkup. “What’s your favorite thing to do at home, 
Kristen?” I asked. 

“Smoke cigarettes,” she responded immediately. 

I glanced at her mom. Mom looked embarrassed but didn’t say anything. “What 
else?” I asked. 

“Listen to music. Watch TV. I don’t know. Talk to my friends. What does anybody 
do?” She yawned. 

“Are you tired?” I asked. Kristen didn’t answer. “What time did you get to sleep last 
night?” I asked. 

“Three,” she said. 

“Three A.M. this morning?” I asked. 

She nodded. 

“What were you doing between midnight and 3 A.M.?” 

“Talking with my friends,” she said. 

“On the phone?” I asked. 

“Some on the phone. Mostly online.” 

“Instant messaging?” 
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She nodded. 


“Do you often stay up till 3 A.M.?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” she said, exasperated. “Everybody does.” 

“I don’t want you to be online at three in the morning,” Diane interjected. 

“I don’t see the problem,” Kristen said. 

“I know you don’t,” Diane said. “But I just don’t think it’s safe, or smart, for an 
eleven-year-old girl to be online at 3 A.M.” 

“How would you know,” Kristen said. “See?” she said to me. “That’s what I mean. 
My parents are so boring. They haven’t got a clue. Not a clue.” 

I spoke to her mother later. “How do you discipline Kristen?” I asked. 

“What do you mean?” Diane asked. 

“Well, smoking for instance. Kristen’s only eleven. Do you punish her for 
smoking?” 

“You mean, like spanking her?” Diane asked. 

“No of course not,” I said. “I mean, like taking away her privileges, telephone 
privileges, things like that.” 

Diane shook her head. “It’d be hopeless to try,” she said. “My husband, David, 
smokes. Whenever I say anything to Kristen about smoking, she just says, ‘Dad 
smokes, so why can’t I?’ She says we’re hypocrites. She gets mad. And when she gets 
mad, she throws things. She threw her dinner plate across the kitchen last week. The 
plate broke, but what scared me was she just barely missed hitting David. Two inches 
the other way and she could have really hurt him.” 

“Did you punish her?” I asked. 

“What do you mean?” 

“After she threw the dinner plate, did you punish her?” I asked. 

“Well ...” Diane paused. She seemed to realize that some sort of punishment was 
called for. Or maybe she understood merely that / expected her to have punished 
Kristen, and she was trying to think up the “right” answer. “After it happened, I was 
mainly just trying to calm her down. I didn’t want her to throw anything else.” 
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“It sounds as though you were afraid of her,” I said. 

“I was,” Diane said, nodding. 

This story does not have a happy ending. Later that year, Kristen was suspended 
from school after she threatened a teacher. The following year she was arrested for 
possession of cocaine. She was stealing money from her parents to buy the drugs. One 
year later, after her second arrest, her parents sent her to a nearby drug treatment 
facility. That didn’t work. So one week after her fifteenth birthday, Kristen’s mother 
drove her three hundred miles to another drug treatment facility, which looks 
suspiciously like a prison. As I write this, Kristen is still there. Her mom tells me that 
the counselors at the facility are disappointed by Kristen’s lack of progress. 

What could Kristen’s parents have done differently to avoid this outcome? We’ll 
come back to that at the end of this chapter. It’s not an easy question. 


The Oozing of Parental Authority 

If you’re like most people, you’ve never heard of sociologist Norbert Elias. His 
name is not well known, neither in his native Germany nor in his adopted home, 
England. But those who do know his work regard him as one of the great social critics 
of the twentieth century. In 1989, one year before his death at the age of ninety-three, 
he published an important essay on the fundamental ways in which our society 
changed between 1939 and 1989. 2 

Perhaps the most significant change in our society in those fifty years, according to 
Dr. Elias, was the transfer of authority from parent to child. Think about the way parents 
used to choose a high school for a teenage son, for example. If, in the summer of 
1940, a mother and father told their son that they would be enrolling him in a 
Catholic boys’ high school that September, you could bet that he would indeed be 
going to a Catholic boys’ high school that September. The son might complain, he 
might sulk, but nobody seriously expected the parents to change their mind just 
because he didn’t like their decision. 

No more. Today most parents would consult with their son about which school he 
would attend in the fall. The parents might suggest, or cajole, or even beg. But the 
final decision would in most cases be up to the boy. 

The result of this loss of parental authority is, to use the phrase coined by Dr. Elias, 
status uncertainty (Statusunsicherheit —which can also be translated “status insecurity ”). 
Parents no longer know what authority they have over their children. Their 
recollections of their own childhood provide at best an unreliable guide. Another 
consequence of this relocation of power from parent to child is an “informalization” of 
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relations between the generations. I know many children who address their friends’ 
parents by their first names, for example. 

The informality of today’s family relations puts parents at a disadvantage. On one 
hand, it may be somewhat easier for parents today to be friends with their children. 
But it’s harder for parents today to be parents. A friendship is a reciprocal relationship 
between social peers. The parent-child relationship is not a reciprocal relationship 
between peers, nor should it be. You tell your child what she can watch on TV, for 
example. She doesn’t have the authority to tell you what you can watch, nor should 
she. 

If you shouldn’t be your child’s best friend, and you don’t have the authority to be 
a real parent, then where are you? You’re in limbo. Dr. Elias observed that such a 
profound change “inevitably causes a pervasive feeling of uncertainty . . . The 
conventional code governing behavior [between parents and children], which was 
adapted to a more strictly hierarchical order, no longer corresponds to the 
relationships as they actually are.” 3 Parents are adrift at sea without a compass. 

Even for younger children, I’m finding that parents seldom feel that they have the 
authority to tell their child what to do. Instead, the best parents can do is suggest. 
Recently I was talking with the mother of Sally, an obese eight-year-old girl. “I’m 
really worried about this coming summer,” Mom told me. “Sally goes to my 
husband’s parents’ place at the beach for at least a few weeks each summer, and my 
mother-in-law spoils her terribly. They go to the boardwalk and buy funnel cakes, 
taffy, ice cream, all that junk food. Sally doesn’t eat anything healthy for a month, and 
when she comes back she’s angry when I serve vegetables.” 

“How about signing her up for a sleep-away summer camp?” I suggested. “There’s a 
good one about two hours west of here, near Deep Creek Lake. The girls swim and 
hike and camp outdoors overnight. There’s no junk food and no vending machines. 
The camp is run by three women. ...” I trailed off as I saw Mom shaking her head. 

“I already asked Sally about going to a summer camp, and she threw a tantrum,” 
Mom said. “She’s really looking forward to a vacation at the beach.” 

“But Sally’s never been to summer camp. She might love it,” I said. 

“I know,” Mom said. “But what can I do? I can’t force her.” 

Of course, Mom can “force” her eight-year-old daughter to go to summer camp. 
But this mom, like most parents today, doesn’t feel that she has the authority to 
compel her child to do anything against her will. 

Like many adults, most children prefer the certainty of the pleasure they know to 
the uncertainty of something they’ve never experienced. If you ask them whether 
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they’d like to do something they’ve never done before—like going to summer camp— 
they’ll probably say no. I remember one snowy weekend when I was a child. My two 
brothers and I had nothing planned except watching football on TV. My mom 
suggested that all of us go skiing—which none of us had ever done before. All three of 
us protested, none louder than my oldest brother Steve. We weren’t in the mood to go 
out into the ice and snow, and we didn’t want to miss the football game on TV. But 
Mom insisted. This was back in 1968, when most parents still had the authority to 
assert their will in such matters. We all went skiing, and we all loved it, especially my 
brother Steve. He became an ardent skier, and he remains one today. But today many 
parents would back away from the same suggestion if all three sons loudly protested 
against it. 

When I talk to parents about the transfer of authority from parent to child over the 
past sixty years, some parents respond that this is a change for the better. Giving 
children more authority makes them more responsible, these parents believe. 

I don’t agree. The best evidence suggests that taking authority away from parents 
and giving it to young children results in: 

More fat kids. Most young children prefer chicken nuggets and french fries over 
broccoli and brussels sprouts. Most kids prefer a dish of ice cream over an apple 
or an orange. Most kids would rather drink Coke or Pepsi or Sprite than a glass 
of milk. Fifty years ago, french fries, ice cream, and soft drinks were special treats 
to which kids had only occasional access. In the era of His Majesty the Child, 
kids eat and drink this stuff every day. No wonder more kids are fat. According 
to the Centers for Disease Control, boys today are four times more likely to be 
overweight than boys were thirty years ago; girls today are three times more likely 
to be overweight than girls were thirty years ago. 4 The Surgeon General, Dr. 
Richard Carmona, was recently quoted as saying that “Generation Y is turning 
into Generation XL.” 5 

A Duke University study of 991 children published in 2003 reported that obese 
children are much more likely to be disobedient than normal-weight kids are. The 
authors of this study couldn’t say which way the arrow of causality pointed. They 
speculated that maybe obesity somehow causes oppositional and defiant behavior 
through some mysterious mechanism involving serotonin or other neurotransmitters. 6 
I think that the arrow of causality more likely points the other way. I suspect that kids 
who are disobedient—kids who insist on having their own way and who are allowed 
to eat whatever they want, whenever they want—are more likely to become fat. 

More teenage sex. Most parents in most cultures throughout most of human 
history have sought to restrict their children’s sexual freedom. In many cultures 
girls and boys did not mingle until they were of marriageable age. In North 
America before 1950, parents generally tried to keep their children (especially 
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their daughters) out of sexual relationships prior to marriage. In just thirty years 
—between 1960 and 1990—a radical change occurred. The sexually active teen, 
previously the exception, became the norm. Many factors contributed to this 
change, among them the introduction of reliable oral contraception. But the loss 
of parental authority was a major contributor. The United States has probably 
gone further in this direction than any other developed country. That may be 
one reason why American girls between the ages of eleven and fifteen are five 
times more likely to get pregnant than same-age girls in other countries. 7 

In recent years, some people have argued that increased sexual activity among 
teenagers isn’t a bad thing. Practice makes perfect, these people believe. Sexually 
experienced teenagers are more likely to have fulfilling sex lives as adults, these people 
claim. 8 The evidence suggests otherwise. As we discussed in chapter 6, most studies 
indicate that early sexual intercourse increases the risk of adverse outcomes such as 
depression and unwanted pregnancy. 

More teenage criminals. Teenagers who no longer respect their parents’ authority 
are less likely to respect society’s authority. Between 1965 and 1990 the rate of 
teenage criminal activity increased by more than 300 percent (measured as 
number of arrests per one thousand teenagers). 9 Before 1965, a teenage criminal 
was a rarity, usually a boy working at the behest of an adult—often his father or 
another relative “in the business.” Today the teenage criminal is a common cliche 
on television and in the movies. He or she is more likely to be a gang member, 
less likely to be working for the family. 

The transfer of authority from parent to child has major implications for discipline. 
If parents today cannot compel their child to go to sleep-away summer camp, how are 
they going to discipline their child? 

In the shifting quicksand that is American culture today, the first step, I believe, has 
to be to take nothing for granted. Don’t assume. Be explicit. For example, if you’re 
married, make sure your child understands that both parents must “sign off’ on major 
purchases or commitments. If your child says, “But Dad said I could stay home from 
school to get ready for the party!” remind her that all major decisions need to be 
approved by both Mom and Dad. 

Keep family matters in the family. Make sure your child knows that special requests 
should not be made in public and never in front of neighbors or friends. Suppose your 
daughter asks you whether she can go to Sheila’s party, with Sheila standing right next 
to her, while you and your daughter both know that your daughter is grounded for 
the next three days. If you enforce the grounding, you embarrass your daughter in 
front of her friend. If your daughter’s friend Sheila says, “Oh please, just this once?”— 
now you’re in the awkward situation of having to explain your disciplinary decisions 
to your daughter’s fiend. But if you give way, you’ve undermined your own authority. 
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Insist that all discipline decisions be discussed only within the family, with no 
outsiders listening. 


Positive Discipline 

One pediatrician told me that it’s silly for me to write a separate chapter on 
discipline. “You can’t separate discipline from the rest of parenting. If parents have a 
warm and loving relationship with their child, then the child understands what’s 
expected and wants to please the parents,” she said. “If that relationship isn’t there, 
then talking about discipline in isolation from everything else is a waste of time.” 
There’s a lot of truth to that. Discipline is only one aspect of parenting. If you don’t 
have a well-rounded relationship with your child—if the only time you interact with 
your child is to discipline her—then no discipline strategy will be effective. 

But this pediatrician agreed with me about the importance of parents asserting their 
authority. The key is to assert your authority not only to discipline your child, but also 
to introduce your child to new things to do, new hobbies, new adventures. One of 
your responsibilities as a parent is to broaden your child’s horizons. For example, you 
might insist on a summer camping vacation for the whole family. (It’s remarkable how 
many strong families go on summer camping vacations as a family .) 

I like to use the phrase positive discipline to refer to using your authority in positive 
ways, either to broaden your child’s horizons or to reward good behavior. Let’s 
suppose you are considering a family vacation. You and your spouse are thinking 
about taking a trip to Mexico, but your three kids vote for Disney World. Two of 
your kids have never been to Mexico, and the oldest was last there when she was four 
years old. In this situation, your kids don’t get a vote. A well-run family is not a 
democracy. Asking your child whether she’d like to go to Mexico if she’s never been 
there is like asking her whether she’d like curried chicken when she’s never had it 
before. Her answer isn’t based on experience. Tell her: “We’re going to Mexico, and 
you’re coming along.” Don’t promise her that she’ll love it, because she might not. 
Your job is not to maximize your child’s pleasure, but to broaden her horizons. Those 
two objectives do not always coincide. 

A word of caution. This sort of putting-your-foot-down coercion works reasonably 
well for most girls under twelve and boys under fourteen. Older kids may be so 
annoyed at being compelled to go somewhere or do something against their will, they 
will manage to have a bad time no matter what you do. That’s particularly true if 
you’ve previously been the typical twentyfirst-century parent, which is to say, you 
usually defer to your child’s whims. 

Here’s the general rule for positive discipline, for girls twelve-and-under, and boys 
fourteen-and-under: Don’t ask. Tell. Let’s suppose you and your five-year-old are at 
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the local park. Your child is having a great time in the sandbox with some other kids. 
You look at your watch and realize you’ll need to leave soon. Don’t say: “Honey, it’s 
later than I thought, we need to go soon, okay?” Do say: “Hey sweetheart. We’re 
leaving in five minutes. Time to start packing up.” 

Don’t ask. Tell. You’re not making a request. You’re giving an order. Child 
psychologist Dana Chidekel points out that adding “Okay?” to the end of your 
sentence leads your child to perceive your statement as a question, a question to which 
your child has the right to answer “No.” 10 If your child says “No” and continues to 
play in the sandbox, you’re at a disadvantage. If you now put your foot down and 
insist on leaving, your child will feel deceived. You were only pretending to ask a 
question, which wasn’t a question at all. You would have been better off being firm in 
the first place. 

Chidekel says that many parents today are afraid their children won’t like them if 
they are firm or “strict.” Some parents even resort to bribing their children, often 
without fully realizing what they’re doing. In the example just given, such a parent 
might say, “Let’s go get a Happy Meal at McDonald’s” as a way of prying the child 
away from the sandbox. Don’t use the promise of food as a bribe. If you find yourself 
bribing your child to do something, stop. 

Dr. Chidekel also discourages parents from explaining their commands. Don’t say: 
“If you don’t turn off the TV, you won’t get your homework done.” Dr. Chidekel 
points out that this statement doesn’t actually tell a child to do anything. It’s just 
information, which most children feel free to disregard. Do say: “Turn off the TV and 
do your homework. Now.” 

Don’t bail out your child. Let’s suppose you reminded your twelve-year-old son two 
days earlier that he should stop playing video games and work on his report for school. 
He ignored you. Now his report is due the next morning and he hasn’t finished it. 
The teacher has said that late reports won’t be accepted. If your son doesn’t turn 
something in, he could get a bad grade in the course. He asks you for help. 

I’ve heard from too many parents who’ve found themselves in this situation. You’d 
be surprised how many will stay up all night and write the report themselves. Usually 
parents download something from the Internet and try to customize it to the 
assignment. 

These parents know they’re doing the wrong thing. But they rationalize it. “Just 
this once,” they say. Fat chance. By bailing your child out of this difficult situation, 
you’re guaranteeing that it will happen again. Hard as it is for many of today’s parents, 
here’s what you have to say: “When you see your teacher tomorrow, ask her if she’ll 
give you an extension.” Your son may insist that the teacher won’t give an extension, 
and maybe she won’t. But your son will learn a valuable lesson by going through the 
painful process of requesting it. 
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One area of increasing difficulty and concern for parents today involves the use of 
personal computers. I’ve seen many middle-class parents purchase a computer just for 
their child’s use at home. Understandably enough, they install the computer in the 
child’s bedroom. A few months later they realize their mistake, but it’s too late. 

Installing a computer in the bedroom of a child or teenager is asking for trouble. 
You can’t possibly police the sites your child is visiting.- You can’t see what your child 
is doing on the computer. One couple I know purchased software that allows them to 
keep a record of all their daughter’s instant messaging. They brought me in a long 
printout of their daughter’s instant messaging, including all sorts of incriminating 
statements about buying and using drugs. “What do we do now?” they asked. The 
instant messaging transcripts seemed to prove that their daughter was using drugs, 
something their daughter vehemently denied when they asked her about drug use. The 
parents don’t want to show their daughter the evidence—the transcripts—because 
they don’t want to tell their daughter that they’ve been surreptitiously monitoring her 
instant messaging. That’s a tough situation. If you’re going to use such software, tell 
your child in advance that you are doing so. 

If you must buy your child her own computer, put the computer in the family 
room—or the basement, rec room, study or work area, even the breakfast nook— 
some sort of “public” area where your child knows you can look over her shoulder at 
any moment. Just the knowledge that you can look over her shoulder without warning 
will make it easier for her to follow your rules. 

“But shouldn’t I respect my child’s privacy?” some parents ask. Of course you 
should. You should always knock on the door before entering your teenager’s 
bedroom, for instance. But you also need to know what your child is doing online. 
The only way to reconcile the necessity of privacy with the need to monitor your 
child’s Internet use is to have the computer in a shared family space, such as the family 
room or the basement. And of course, if the computer is for the use of more than one 
child or the whole family, then it needs to be in a shared space. 

Your child may object to this arrangement. She may point out that there’s plenty of 
room in her bedroom. Why crowd the family room with a computer when she’s got 
space in her bedroom? It’s a reasonable question. Don’t hem and haw in your 
response. Be straight with her. Tell her that you need to be able to see what she’s 
doing online, and you don’t want to invade her privacy in the bedroom. And remind 
her that you have the right to monitor her e-mails and her instant messaging. 

For somewhat similar reasons, there should be no television set in your child’s 
bedroom. Your child’s bedroom should be for sleeping or reading or studying. Putting 
a TV set in the room creates a distraction. I hear about so many kids who stay up late 
watching TV or playing video games, and then they’re too sleepy for school the next 
morning. They trudge off to the bus like zombies, barely half awake. Their parents get 
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tired of yelling at them every night: “Turn off the TV! It’s past your bedtime!” The 
simplest solution is not to have a TV in the bedroom in the first place. 

Some parents respond that they (the parents) want to watch a news program or a 
professional sports game while their daughter wants to watch Gilmore Girls. That’s 
why they need a TV set for their child. All right. I won’t quarrel with having two 
television sets in the home (although I know of many families who do fine with just 
one). But the second TV should be in a “public” family space such as the basement or 
the kitchen, not in a child’s bedroom. 

And finally, one more rule: Keep your own secrets secret. As I said in the last 
chapter, your children do not need to hear about how you used marijuana in high 
school and that’s how you know how dangerous smoking pot can be. Sharing such 
stories—regardless of their educational value—erodes your authority and blurs the 
distinction between who’s the parent and who’s the child. 

Some single parents are especially vulnerable to the temptation to use their children, 
especially their teenage children, as willy-nilly confidants. That’s a mistake, says Paul 
Kropp, author of I’ll Be the Parent, You Be the Child. As adults, we each have our own 
emotional needs: to confess our wrongdoings perhaps, or to get advice, or maybe just 
to share a juicy piece of gossip. But you’re an adult. Find another adult to satisfy your 
needs. “Parents who are looking for confession, psychotherapy or a best friend should 
approach the appropriate people in an adult way,” Kropp says. “Kneel, pay the fee or 
buy the beer. Leave your kids alone.” 11 


Look in the Mirror, Again 

Amy Denison was fifteen years old when her dad caught her creeping back home at 
6 A.M. on a Sunday morning. 

The night before, she had changed into her pajamas, gone to kiss her father good 
night, and innocently asked him, “Are you staying up all night long? It’s late!” 

“You’re right,” her father, Sam, said. “I’m going to bed.” 

Amy went back to her bedroom and closed the door. It was just about 11 P.M., 
Saturday night. She took off her pajamas and put on her new outfit: short black skirt, 
black pantyhose, white silk blouse. A quick check of her e-mail showed a new message, 
the one she was waiting for. She punched in a number on her cell phone. “It’s me,” 
she whispered into the phone. “I’m ready. My dad’s just gone to bed. Pick me up at 
the corner in five minutes.” 

Amy’s parents had allowed her to have a lock installed on her door six months 
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earlier. “I need some privacy,” she had said, and it was true that her younger brother 
liked to barge into her room unannounced. Now she turned the key in the lock, from 
the inside. If her parents happened to check the door, they’d find it locked, and they 
wouldn’t knock because they would assume she was sleeping. She opened the window, 
swung her stockinged legs up and over, and stepped out onto the dewy grass in her 
tennis shoes (she was carrying her high heels). As silent as a cat. 

At the corner, her boyfriend—nineteen years old—picked her up and drove her to 
the apartment in Germantown where students from the community college were 
having a party. For a fifteen-year-old girl, this was the epitome of cool: to party with 
the college kids. And they accepted her completely. She had a great time. All the 
young men wanted to meet the hot new girl. She was the dancing queen. 

Amy’s father would never have known anything about it if the family’s dog hadn’t 
whined to go out at 6 A.M. the following morning: precisely when Amy happened to 
be tiptoeing across the backyard to her still-open window. 

Sam rubbed his eyes as he opened the back door to let the dog out. Someone was 
walking across the backyard—and it looked like Amy, but Amy was in bed asleep, 
right? 

“Amy? Is that you?” he called out. 

Two days later Sam was in my office. “I don’t understand what happened next,” he 
said. “She didn’t apologize. She didn’t explain. I got so angry I felt that I could 
explode. I felt this burning in my chest. Like my insides were on fire. But instead of 
yelling at her, I just started to cry. I felt so stupid. A grown man crying. ‘How could 
you do this to me?’ I said. I could smell the beer on her. She claimed she hadn’t drunk 
anything, that one of the boys poured a can over her hair. ‘What am I supposed to tell 
your mother?’ was all I could say to her.” Sam’s wife, Lynn, was away on a business 
trip. 

“Did you punish her?” I asked. 

“I thought about it,” Sam said. “I wasn’t sure what to do.” 

What should I tell this man, I wondered. Perhaps I should suggest that he take 
away Amy’s cell phone, or remove the lock from her bedroom door so he could look 
in on Amy without waking her up. Maybe he could move her bedroom upstairs 
(visions of Rapunzel flickered in my head). 

But a second look at Sam made me hesitate. Something wasn’t right. “You don’t 
look so hot,” I said. “How are you feeling?” 

“To be honest? I feel like crap,” Sam answered. “My stomach’s in knots, I still have 
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this pressure in my chest, all my muscles ache. I feel like I could throw up.” 

“You know what?” I said. “Let’s start by doing some tests on you. ” I didn’t suggest 
anything regarding Amy. Not that day, anyhow. 

Two days later I was looking at Sam’s blood test results. His chemistry profile 
showed a pattern of abnormalities suggesting damage to the liver caused by chronic 
alcohol abuse. I picked up the phone to call Sam. 

In retrospect, Amy’s behavior made perfect sense. Mom’s behavior made sense, too. 
Mom was coping with her husband’s alcoholism by taking every opportunity to do 
business out of town. Lynn knew that you can’t make someone stop drinking if they 
don’t want to stop. She didn’t see the point in hanging around and fighting with Sam 
every day about his drinking. But she didn’t want a divorce, either. So the life of a 
traveling businesswoman—with plenty of money in salary and commissions—seemed 
to be the best bargain she could make. 

This example shows, incidentally, how far astray counselors and pediatricians can 
go when they focus only on the child without first really knowing the family. You 
might spend months working with Amy in this situation before she’d share her 
concerns about her father’s drinking, and even then you wouldn’t know he was 
alcoholic; you’d only have her allegations. 

I’m happy to report that Sam decided to quit drinking the day I called to tell him 
about his liver damage. Better late than never. He hasn’t had a drink since, and that 
was almost three years ago. His wife, Lynn, requested and received a “sideways 
promotion” with her company, so she could spend more time at home. And Sam 
removed the lock from Amy’s door. 

The first step in disciplining your child is to discipline yourself. I’m not talking 
about analyzing every imperfection. For the sake of your children, you can’t allow 
yourself to be paralyzed by your awareness of your own shortcomings. 

But: if you have a major, glaring problem in your life—alcoholism and drug 
addiction being the most obvious examples— then there’s no way you can effectively 
discipline your child. “Do as I say, not as I do” just won’t wash. You can’t discipline 
your child if you can’t discipline yourself. 


The Punishment Must Fit the Crime— and the Gender, and the 

Age 

We’ve talked about “positive discipline”: encouraging your child to do the right 
thing by modeling good behavior, by rewarding good behavior, and by gently 
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discouraging bad behavior. What happens when your child does something that 
requires sterner measures? What do you do when your daughter lies to you about her 
report card? What do you do when your son intentionally destroys your daughter’s 
favorite toy? What do you do if you catch your daughter sneaking home from a party 
she wasn’t supposed to be at? In those circumstances, you have to resort to 
punishment. 

Claire Hughes, Kirby Deater-Deckard, and Alexandra Cutting recently published 
what may be one of the most important studies ever done of sex differences with 
regard to punishment. 12 First, they analyzed parents’ disciplinary styles—from strict 
and authoritative at one end of the scale all the way to gentle and permissive at the 
other—using a combination of interviews with the parents, ratings of disciplinary 
styles by independent observers, and coding of behavior derived from actual 
videotapes made in the homes of the 125 families studied. Then they looked to see 
whether there was any correlation between the parents’ disciplinary style and the 
child’s social skills, after controlling for the effects of socioeconomic status, IQ, and 
parents’ occupations. 

The results were completely different depending on whether the child was a girl or a 
boy. Boys responded well to strict and authoritarian discipline, which included an 
occasional spanking. The stricter the parents’ disciplinary style, the better the boy’s 
social-cognitive skills (of course, none of these families used abusive punishment). 
Remarkably, a “warm and fuzzy” parenting approach appeared to retard boys’ 
acquisition of social-cognitive skills. For girls, the results were just the opposite. The 
“warm and fuzzy” approach promoted social skills whereas strict discipline had a slight 
negative effect on girls’ social development. 

You might imagine that parents of boys were generally stricter than parents of girls. 
In fact, the researchers found a significant tendency in the opposite direction: parents 
tended to be stricter with girls than they were with boys. Many parents today have 
been so misled by parenting misinformation—particularly (in my judgment) by the 
push to enhance the “emotional literacy” of boys—that they’re doing exactly the 
wrong thing: they’re being strict with their daughters and gentle and permissive with 
their sons. 

Everybody agrees that the punishment should be appropriate to whatever the child 
has done wrong. Everybody knows that the right punishment for a three-year-old is 
different from the right punishment for a fourteen-year-old. What many parents don’t 
realize, however, is that the right punishment depends on the child’s gender as much as 
it does on the child’s age. 


Induction 
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Ask traditional authorities on parenting to name the number one disciplinary 
method they recommend for children ages three to sixteen, and they’ll give you some 
variation on a technique known as induction. “Induction” means helping your child to 
imagine herself in the position of the person being harmed. “How would you feel if 
someone did that to you?” is the prototypical inductive question. But induction is not 
the best method for all children. 

Child psychologists Christina Sinisi and Mark Barnett asked children of different 
ages which kind of discipline they thought works best—not just to punish a single 
occurrence of the behavior, but to discourage the same behavior in the future even 
when parents are not around and not aware of the misbehavior. According to the 
children themselves, induction works best for girls while power assertion works best 
for boys. 13 (“Power assertion” means physical restraint, corporal punishment, or the 
threat of same.) The children also said that their mothers were more likely to use 
induction, regardless of the child’s offense, while their fathers were more likely to use 
power assertion. The children approved of induction as a disciplinary technique when 
a girl was the transgressor, but were more likely to favor power assertion when the boy 
was the transgressor. 

What does this study tell us? Children themselves recognize that different 
disciplinary techniques work differently, depending on whether the child is a girl or a 
boy. Children themselves believe that induction works better for girls and power 
assertion works better for boys. But what I find equally interesting is the children’s 
recognition that parents lack this fundamental insight. Instead, the children observe 
(correctly) that Mommies tend to use induction for both daughters and sons while 
Daddies tend to use power assertion for both daughters and sons. In other words, 
parents use the technique that feels right to them, regardless of whether it’s the right 
choice for their child. 

Child psychologist Nicole Horton and her associates at Auburn recently reported 
on gender differences in the way children respond to induction. They found that girls 
were sympathetic to parent-oriented induction. For example, suppose your child gets 
in trouble at school for bullying another child. You might say to your child: “Just 
think how embarrassed and ashamed I felt, when the teacher told me that my child is 
the class bully.” In technical jargon, your comment is an example of “parent-oriented 
induction.” Dr. Horton found that parent-oriented induction works well for girls. 
Girls respond to that kind of comment. Girls consider it fair for the parent to make 
such comments. Girls can imagine themselves in their parent’s position, feeling 
ashamed. 

Boys respond differently. For boys, parent-oriented induction is a waste of time. “If 
you feel bad, that’s your problem,” I once heard a boy tell his mother. Victim -oriented 
induction is a more effective technique for boys. For example, in the case of the parent 
who’s just been told that their son is a bully, the parent might say to the son, “How 
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would you like it if a bigger boy came along and slapped you around?” That kind of 
approach works modestly well in fifth- and sixth-grade boys, Dr. Horton found. For 
younger boys, inductive techniques may not work. After all, induction begins with 
some variation on the sentence “How would you feel if. . .” And as we saw in chapter 
5, any sentence that begins “How would you feel if . . .” is a nonstarter with young 
boys. In any case, parent-oncnttd induction scores a big zero with boys at all ages. 14 


Discipline Begins in the Nursery 

Most of the discipline strategies we’ve considered so far involve verbal 
communication. What about the infant? How do you discipline a child who doesn’t 
understand language? 

Maggie was a first-time mom. I had just finished examining her baby Justin for his 
four-month checkup. “You’ve got a beautiful baby boy,” I told her. “Justin looks 
great. But you ’re looking exhausted, if you don’t mind my saying so.” One virtue of 
family practice is that I know Maggie as well as I know her baby. Maggie wasn’t 
looking right. “What’s up?” 

“I just don’t feel that I have any time,” Maggie said. “I don’t know how mothers 
manage with more than one child. I spend half my day breastfeeding. I finish 
breastfeeding, and it seems I barely have time to get dressed before Justin wants to 
breastfeed again.” 

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Breastfeeding shouldn’t take more than fifteen 
minutes, twenty minutes max. Remember we discussed this in the hospital?” 

“I remember that’s what you told me,” Maggie said. “But Justin just won’t stand for 
that. If I try to stop after twenty minutes, he cries and cries until I let him latch on 
again.” 

Justin just won’t stand for that. Justin is four months old. “Whoa,” I said. “Wait a 
minute, Mom. You’re doing one breast per feeding, right?”- 

Maggie nodded. 

“Ail right. So you breastfeed for fifteen, maybe twenty minutes, and then you’re 
done,” I said. “You gently pull Justin off the breast. What happens next?” 

“He smacks his lips, but then, after a moment, he starts to cry. He’s not satisfied,” 
said Maggie, looking as though she were about to cry herself. “So I let him latch on 
again.” 
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I shook my head. “Look. A four-month-old baby has three main occupations. Eat, 
sleep, and poop. Eating is a lot more fun than sleeping or pooping. If you leave it up 
to your baby, he’ll be at your breast all day long. He’s not really eating. He can’t be, 
because the breast is empty, right?” 

Maggie nodded. 

“So he just enjoys being close to you and being latched on,” I said. 

“What’s wrong with that?” Maggie asked. 

“Nothing, except that you have other things to do in your life besides breastfeed,” I 
said. “You’re not a milk cow. You’re Mom. You’re the boss. He’s the baby. When the 
twenty minutes are up, stop. Gently pull Justin off the breast, burp him, and put him 
in the crib.” 

“But he’ll cry.” 

“Of course he’ll cry, because he’d rather be latched on to you than lying in his crib. 
But after three minutes, he’ll fall asleep. Guaranteed.” 

“Guaranteed?” Maggie asked, doubtful. 

“Well, maybe after five minutes. Ten tops.” 

When I saw Justin for his six-month checkup, he still looked great, and Maggie 
looked better as well. “I took your advice,” she said. “About the breastfeeding. It was 
hard at first, because I hate to hear my baby cry. But after three days, the crying 
stopped. Like magic. It was as though he suddenly understood that when we’re done, 
we’re done. It doesn’t seem to bother him anymore. He’s more interested in playing 
with his toys now.” 

In your child’s first year, you must communicate one basic fact to your baby: you 
are the parent. You are the boss. If you can’t be firm about breastfeeding with your 
four-month-old, you’re laying the groundwork for endless arguments about bedtime 
with your eight-year-old and quarrels about curfews and “home by midnight” rules 
with your fifteen-year-old. But if your baby understands that your rules don’t change 
—and babies are amazingly good at figuring out this sort of thing—then that 
comprehension forms a solid foundation for discipline throughout childhood and 
adolescence. 

The same rules apply for meals. At six months of age, it’s time to start offering solid 
foods. Bananas, apples, peas, and carrots. Mashed peas and carrots may not appeal to 
you, but they are a good choice for your baby. How you feed your child is one of the 
most basic discipline issues for children ages six months to two years. 
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Babies double their birth weight between birth and four months of age. They triple 
their birth weight by one year of age. The average baby weighs about seven pounds at 
birth; the average twelve-month-old weighs about twenty-two pounds. Never again in 
your child’s life will she need to increase her lean body tissue at such a rate: never 
again will she have to triple her weight in one year. Which means: never again will she 
eat the way she did during that first year. 

Parents who don’t understand this often are concerned when their one-year-old 
simply stops eating. “She hasn’t eaten anythingin three days except for a grape and a 
cracker. And she only ate half the cracker!” one concerned mom wailed. “She must be 
sick.” 

“She looks fine to me,” I told Mom. 

“But she’s not eating.” 

I reminded this mom that her child, like all healthy one-year-olds, will not starve 
herself. “When she’s hungry, she’ll eat. Don’t bribe her to eat with cheese and chicken 
nuggets. When she’s hungry, she’ll be happy to eat the fruit and vegetables you offer 
her.” I see toddlers who seem to be living on potato chips, french fries, and candy. 
Their parents have lost authority over what their kids are eating, to the detriment of 
the children— both nutritionally and with regard to discipline. 

Lay down the rules and stick to them. You know the rules. If you didn’t eat your 
supper, you don’t get any snacks later. No filling up with chippies at four in the 
afternoon, because then you won’t have any appetite for vegetables at dinner. Stick by 
these rules with your one-year-old and your two-year-old, and life will be easier later 
on. 


Nuts and Bolts 

At each age, there are certain disciplinary techniques that work best for each sex. 
Let’s go through some of those techniques for girls and boys, starting with toddlers 
and moving up. 

Girls ages two through four. Verbal correction means that you gently but firmly 
correct your child. “We don’t slap” is the right thing to say when your daughter tries 
to slap her playmate. If that doesn’t work, you move on to inductive techniques. In 
this age group, stick with victim-oriented induction. Help your daughter think about 
how she would feel if she were the victim of the misbehavior. “How would you feel if 
someone slapped youT For girls in this age group, you may need to pose the inductive 
question several times in different ways. “Has anyone ever slapped you? How did that 
feel? Would you like it if they slapped you again?” 
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If verbal correction and induction have not been effective, then it’s time for a time¬ 
out. Remember that in order for a time-out to be effective, it must follow the bad 
behavior immediately. Let’s imagine that your four-year-old daughter is misbehaving 
in a restaurant. Let’s suppose that she doesn’t like her meal and dumps it all over the 
floor. It won’t do any good to put her in time-out when you get back home one hour 
later. You must immediately remove her from the restaurant, take her to the car, put 
her in the child seat and close the door, with you standing outside. Stay there for four 
minutes. (The general rule for time-outs is: one minute for each year of age. Four- 
year-olds get four-minute time-outs.) Then open the door and ask her to apologize to 
you for her misbehavior. If anyone else in the restaurant was on the receiving end of 
her bad behavior, she should return to the restaurant and apologize to them as well. 

Many parents don’t really understand the concept of time-out. One mom was 
telling me how her three-year-old son had gotten into the “bad habit” of slapping 
other children. I asked her how she responded when he slapped another child. She 
told me she uses time-outs. 

Tell me what the time-out is like, I asked. What do you do? 

“When he slaps another child,” she explained, “I hold him in my arms for three 
minutes, and I massage his arms and legs, and I whisper to him, ‘We don’t do that. 
We don’t slap.’ ” I reminded Mom that her son may actually enjoy this contact with 
his mother, and that in any case what Mom is doing doesn’t qualify as a time-out. The 
essential ingredient of time-out is isolation-, separation from parents and from other 
children. Put your child in a room, alone, and close the door. 

One two-year-old I knew threw a full-blown tantrum when his parents put him in 
his room and closed the door. His parents wanted to punish him, so he was going to 
punish them by reducing his room to a shambles. So, Mom and Dad started using a 
car seat indoors for their two-year-old’s time-outs. That puts the child in a safe, secure 
place. You set the timer for two minutes, and you know that when you return in two 
minutes, both the child and the bedroom will be reasonably intact. (If you’re going to 
use that method, be sure that the car seat you use for this purpose looks, feels, and 
smells different from the car seat in your car: otherwise, your child may misunderstand 
a routine trip in the car and think that she or he is being punished.) 

Boys ages two through five. One big gender difference in this age group is that 
induction doesn't work well for boys this age. The moral understanding of the typical 
four-year-old girl is well beyond that of the typical four-year-old boy. Inductive 
reasoning works reasonably well with most girls in that age group. “How would you 
feel if someone slapped you ?” Once you get a girl that age to imagine being on the 
receiving end of a slap, then she’ll be less likely to slap in the future. The same 
technique doesn’t work well on the typical four-year-old boy. You say, “How would 
you feel if someone slapped you?” and the boy—if he’s confident that he can say what 
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he thinks instead of what you want to hear—might answer, “I’d slap him back! Then 
I’d punch him! Then I’d kick him! Then I’d sit on him! Then I’d choke him!” 
Psychologist Martin Hoffman and others have observed that boys this young often 
just don’t understand inductive disciplinary techniques . 15 As I just mentioned, the 
question “How would you feel if. . doesn’t work well for boys. They reinterpret that 
question as “What would you do if . . .” and they may give an answer very different 
from the one you had in mind. 

With a four-year-old boy, start with simple verbal correction as you would with a 
girl. “We don’t slap.” If that doesn’t work, go directly to an enforced time-out. If your 
son’s bad behavior persists, you can lengthen the time-out—or, if you’re comfortable 
with spanking, then a spanking is appropriate. Remember: spanking means two swats 

on the behind, and that’s all. Never spank a boy in anger. Never spank a girl, period. 
16 


Girls four through eight, boys five through ten. In this age group, you have all the 
techniques available that you used for younger children, plus a new one: withdrawal of 
privileges. Children have an inalienable right to food, clothing, shelter, and medical 
care. Everything else is a privilege. Toys, video games, using the phone, watching TV, 
shopping, having friends over . . . those are all privileges that need to be earned. 

Most parents understand how to use withdrawal of privileges. If your seven-year-old 
daughter has just taken her brother’s favorite toy and thrown it into a pond, it doesn’t 
make sense to let her go to a friend’s birthday party later the same day. Going to a 
birthday party is a privilege, not a right. Likewise, if your six-year-old son has—for the 
third time—kicked another child at school, it’s reasonable to say “No Game Boy for 
the next three days.” 

Sticking to it can be tough. It’s easy to say “No Game Boy for three days,” but two 
days later, after your son has been a little angel for two whole days, it feels heartless to 
insist on another day of deprivation. Likewise, when the mother of your daughter’s 
friend calls to ask whether your daughter is coming over, it’s hard to say “No, she’s 
not coming, because she is grounded.” Many parents err in imposing too harsh a 
withdrawal of privileges; then they err again by reversing their own decision a day or 
two later. Once pronounced, your judgment for a child in this age group must be 
final. Even if you secretly recognize that perhaps your judgment was too harsh, you 
should NOT change or reverse it. Doing so opens the floodgates to a deluge of 
negotiation. 

Negotiating disciplinary matters with a child in this age group (girls four through 
eight, boys five through ten) is almost never appropriate. Negotiation sends the 
message that nothing you say is final, that everything can be bargained for. Once you 
open the door to negotiation, it’s hard to close that door. What’s for dinner, when is it 
time for bed, how many hours of TV can be watched on a school night ... all 
becomes open to negotiation. Negotiation undermines the fundamental idea that the 
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rules of good behavior are fixed. Negotiation subverts the process of moral 
internalization , the process by which your children internalize your sense of right and 
wrong and affirm it as their own. Remember that what’s right for you as an adult may 
not be right for your child. As an adult, you expect the right to negotiate, so you may 
unthinkingly extend the same right to your child. Don’t. 

Girls nine through fourteen. Time-out no longer works in this age group. And 
your other disciplinary techniques—verbal correction, induction, and withdrawal of 
privileges—don’t work as well as they used to, either. This is the age of Reviving 
Ophelia and Queen Bees & Wannabes. Cliques and peer pressure reach their peak 
importance for girls in this age group. 

For girls in the nine-to-fourteen age group—more so than for girls in any other age 
group, and more so than for boys at any age—behavior that you perceive as aberrant 
may be normative for your daughter’s peer group. If you find out that your twelve- 
year-old daughter is smoking even though you have strictly forbidden her to smoke, 
you need to know more about her social group. Are all of the girls in her clique 
smoking? If they are, then none of the disciplinary techniques we discussed will be 
effective. You’ll succeed only in driving a wedge between you and your daughter. Your 
daughter will be convinced that you just don’t understand . . . and she’ll be right. 

What can you do if your daughter’s behavior is motivated by the bad behavior of 
the other girls in her clique? The best solution, and maybe the only one that really 
works, is to remove her from the clique. It’s the best solution, but it’s also the most 
difficult. You can’t ask your daughter not to affiliate with other girls. So you can’t just 
ban her from the group she’s in. You have to find an alternative group she can join. As 
we discussed earlier, that might mean signing her up for a dance class, or riding 
lessons, or some other activity with other girls her age. Changing schools is an extreme 
measure, but if it’s the last resort you may have to think about it. 

Verbal correction, induction, and withdrawal of privileges all remain in your 
discipline repertoire for girls in this age group. But you’ve got to know your daughter 
and her situation. Is she the “queen bee”? Are you asking her to do something that 
jeopardizes her status in the clique? Be creative. Let’s suppose that your twelve-year- 
old daughter wants to go to a rock concert with three other girls, let’s call them Ashley 
and Amanda and Laura. The concert is at the football stadium. The girls plan to take 
public transportation. Four twelve-year-old girls with no adult escort, at a huge 
stadium, after dark. Not a good idea. But, if you just tell your daughter that she’s not 
allowed to go, you may compromise her standing in the eyes of her friends. That 
erodes your political capital, making it harder for you to exert your authority the next 
time something comes up. 

Instead, call the parents of the other girls. See whether you can agree on a solution. 
Then all of you can present a united front to your daughters. You can say, “I talked 
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with Ashley’s mom, and with Amanda’s dad, and also with Laura’s parents. Ms. 
Fielding and Mr. Jefferson both volunteered to escort you girls to the concert. All of 
us parents agreed on these two options: the four of you can go to the concert with Ms. 
Fielding and Mr. Jefferson, or you can stay at home.” In this age group you can’t 
discipline in isolation from other parents. You may need to be calling those other 
parents almost as often as your daughter is calling their daughters. 

Boys ten through fifteen. With older boys you need to make two changes in your 
disciplinary strategies. First, whatever your beliefs about corporal punishment for 
younger boys, corporal punishment is no longer an option for boys in this age group. 
To begin with, it’s not particularly effective for boys this age. A simple swat on the 
behind just doesn’t hurt a thirteen-year-old boy that much, and more severe corporal 
punishment is not acceptable. And, it’s not wise to try to spank someone who may be 
stronger than you are and who can run faster than you can. More fundamentally, 
corporal punishment sends a very different message to a thirteen-year-old than it does 
to a seven-year-old, a message that can easily backfire. Two spanks on the rear end tell 
a seven-year-old boy that he did something very wrong and he better not do it again. 
Spanking a thirteen-year-old boy sends a different message, essentially saying, “You’re 
just a little boy, you need to be treated like a little boy, so I’m going to spank you to 
remind you that you’re still just a little boy.” A thirteen-year-old boy wants you to see 
him as more than a little boy. Spanking him may motivate him to prove to you how 
grown-up he is. He may think, on some subconscious level, that if he comes home 
smoking a cigarette—or (God forbid) if he impregnates a girl —then you’ll see how 
wrong you were to think of him as a little kid. 

The second change in your disciplinary armory for boys in this age group is that 
you can begin to use induction—but with a twist. Instead of asking “How would you 
feel if. . . ,” ask “What would you do if. . .” Let’s suppose that your fourteen-year-old 
son deliberately threw his sister’s favorite magazine out in the garbage. Don’t say: 
“What you did made your sister and me feel sad.” Boys this age seldom connect with 
discussions of other people’s feelings. Do say: “What would you do if your sister took 
your favorite PlayStadon game and destroyed the disk?” That question can lead your 
son to recognize the appropriateness of the punishment, which in this case would 
probably involve a withdrawal of privileges. 

Girls fourteen through eighteen, boys fifteen through eighteen. If you’ve been a 
pushover parent for the first fourteen years of your child’s life, now comes the really 
fun part. You will reap the whirlwind. Even for parents who have been consistent and 
firm since Day One, this age group presents new challenges. Our culture today—as 
manifested in TV commercials, popular movies, and teen magazines—encourages 
teenagers to consider themselves as autonomous players in society. Obeying parents is 
the height of uncool. That means it’s more difficult than ever for you to assert your 
authority with kids in this age group. It also becomes harder to work with other 
parents, because there is no societal consensus about what kids in this age group 
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should and should not be permitted to do. To continue with the example above, most 
parents would agree that four twelve-year-old girls shouldn’t be out by themselves at a 
rock concert after midnight. But many parents would see nothing wrong with four 
sixteen-year-old girls being out by themselves after midnight. 

Assert your authority. You are the parent. You are not your fifteen-year-old’s best 
friend. At times your kid may feel that you are not her friend at all. That’s fine. If your 
fifteen-year-old daughter proposes taking a weekend trip to a rock concert fifty miles 
away with three twenty-year-old college students whom you’ve never met, the answer 
is No. 

Pick your battles. If your daughter wants to get her nose or belly button pierced, 
think twice before you object. This particular battle may not be the right battle to 
fight. You’ve got to save what influence you have. Issues involving your teenager’s 
safety take priority over issues of dress, piercing, tattoos, music, and so on. And, 
letting her have her way with regard to piercing and other fashion expressions gives 
you more credibility when you do put your foot down. 


Isn’t Spanking a Form of Child Abuse? 

In our discussion of appropriate discipline for boys ages two through ten, I included 
spanking as one method of discipline, to be considered when inductive techniques and 
time-outs either are not appropriate or just aren’t working. I don’t encourage 
spanking, but I don’t necessarily oppose it in families where both parents consider it 
appropriate. For some boys, especially, parents tell me that spanking was an essential 
“tool” to have available. They may have spanked their son only twice in his entire life, 
but those two spankings made a huge difference (or so they tell me). 

Some people go ballistic at this point. Even some experts regard spanking as a form 
of child abuse. Others claim that children who are spanked are more likely to be 
maladjusted as teenagers or adults. Spank your son and he’ll grow up to be a criminal. 
Alice Miller attracted attention for her book For Your Own Good, in which she 
seriously claimed that Adolf Hitler became the evil monster he was because his father 
spanked him. 17 

Such far-fetched claims aren’t supported by the available data. 18 About ten years 
ago, Christine Johnson and Ronald Simons published an ambitious study of corporal 
punishment. 19 At the beginning of the study, they determined which families used 
corporal punishment. But they also ascertained the level of parental involvement in the 
child’s life. Then they came back three years later to see how the kids were doing. 
These researchers found that the key determinant of good behavior was the degree of 
parental involvement in the child’s life (as measured at the beginning of the study). 
The kids of highly involved parents turned out fine. The kids of parents who were 
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uninvolved had problems. In this particular study, parents who used harsh corporal 
punishment were more likely to be uninvolved. If the only time a father spends with 
his son is when he’s spanking him, then that boy is not going to do well. But the boy’s 
bad outcome doesn’t appear to be a result of the spanking. It’s a result of the father’s 
lack of involvement. 

I tell parents to keep the “seven-to-one” rule in mind. Think of the time you spend 
with your child and divide it into “fun time” and “discipline time.” Fun time includes 
all the fun things you do with your child: playing games, shopping (for girls), 
wrestling (for boys), going on a ride at the amusement park, seeing a movie together, 
and so on. The ratio of fun time to discipline time should be way above 1:1. I tell 
parents to shoot for a 7:1 ratio. If you’re spending more time disciplining your child 
than you’re spending enjoying life with your child, then you need to spend more time 
having fun with your child. 

Regarding the idea that children who are spanked are more likely to be criminals as 
adults: if you test this idea across cultures and across eras, it doesn’t hold up. As 
Harvard psychologist Jerome Kagan has observed, the standard of child-raising in 
Puritan New England included very harsh punishments for children. Nevertheless, 
these children usually grew up to be model citizens who believed in the value of 
corporal punishment and applied it to their own children. The level of crime in 
Puritan New England was extremely low, Kagan observes, and rose over time as 
parents moved away from using corporal punishment. 20 

One sometimes hears the claim that “it’s a slippery slope from spanking to child 
abuse.” Once again, though, available research doesn’t support this claim. Parents who 
love their young son and spank him only occasionally when he does something really 
outrageous are at no more risk of becoming child abusers than are parents who never 
spank. There is certainly no evidence that actual child abuse is less prevalent in 
countries like Austria, Denmark, Sweden, and Cyprus, where parents are forbidden by 
law from spanking their children, than it is in South Africa and Barbados, where 
spanking is common and even administered regularly in public schools, with full 
approval of the parents. Sweden, for example, passed a law in 1979 making it illegal 
for parents to spank their children. But a Swedish government study conducted in 
1995 showed a fourfold increase in child abuse in the years following passage of the 
law. 21 Of course, that doesn’t mean that the law somehow caused an increase in child 
abuse. But it certainly provides no support for the theory that outlawing spanking will 
decrease child abuse. 

Psychologist Diana Baumrind has pointed out that there is a fundamental and 
qualitative distinction between parents who love their child and occasionally spank 
him when he does something outrageous versus abusive parents who frequently beat 
their child in anger. 22 And there is no evidence that the one type of parent is likely to 
turn into the other. 
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Spare the Rod, Sedate the Child? 

Forty years ago, American kids who misbehaved were likely to be punished. Today 
parents are much less likely to exert any kind of strict and consistent discipline. So 
what happens to modern kids who misbehave—to the seven-year-old boy who bites 
his mother, for example, and who would have been spanked in the “olden days”? 
There’s growing evidence that these kids are instead being put on calming behavior- 
modifying drugs such as Ritalin, Adderall, Concerta, and Metadate. 

According to the United States Drug Enforcement Administration, the amount of 
methylphenidate (marketed under the names Ritalin, Metadate, and Concerta) 
prescribed in the United States increased by over 500 percent between 1991 and 
1999, while the amount of amphetamines (primarily Adderall) prescribed during the 
same interval increased by over 2000 percent. 23 In other words, American doctors 
wrote twenty times more prescriptions for amphetamines for children in 1999 than 
they did in 1991. The Colorado State School Board has approved a resolution 
officially advising teachers statewide not to recommend or suggest psychotropic 
medications for any student. 24 The board concluded that “psychiatric prescription 
drugs have been utilized for what are essentially problems of discipline.” 25 According 
to a nationwide survey conducted in 2004, American families now spend more on 
drugs to control children’s behavior than on any other class of medication—more 
than on the previous leaders, antibiotics and asthma medications. 26 

Ritalin, Adderall, and Concerta aren’t the only medications being dispensed to 
children much more readily than ever before. As we discussed earlier, antidepressants 
such as Prozac are also being prescribed for young children at a rate more than three 
times higher than was the case ten years ago. Dr. Julie Zito has studied doctors’ 
prescribing of these medications for children. She recently noted that the increase in 
the prescribing of antidepressants seems to have followed the increase in the 
prescribing of stimulant behavior-modifying medications such as Adderall, Concerta, 
and Ritalin. She asked, “What’s the chicken and what’s the egg? Is the depression 
following the use of the stimulant?” 27 Among American kids age ten through fourteen, 
roughly one kid in seven is now on a medication to control behavior. 28 

Who benefits when children are drugged in this way? I suppose that parents and the 
teachers may benefit, perhaps, in some sense, in the short term, since the kid is easier 
to control. The drug companies certainly benefit, as well. But does the child benefit? 
“Other than zonking you, we don’t know that behavioral management by drug 
control is the [best] way [for a child] to learn to behave properly,” said Dr. Zito. “If 
we are using drugs to control behavior, that doesn’t change the underlying problem” 
of a child who hasn’t internalized society’s rules for how to behave. 29 

The chickens are coming home to roost. The four-year-old boy who is not 
disciplined firmly for persistent misbehavior is likely to become the eight-year-old boy 
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whose parents—frustrated and overwhelmed by their child’s acting up at home and at 
school—take him to the doctor with a desperate question: “What’s wrong with my 
child? And what can we do to make it better?” The result of that visit is often a 
prescription for psychiatric medication. In a bizarre turn of events, it’s become 
politically incorrect to spank your child, but it’s okay to drug him. 

Something fundamental has changed. There has been a transformation in the way 
we think about children. Throughout most of the history of Western civilization, 
parents have assumed that children are naturally inclined to misbehavior. This 
assumption is manifest in the Calvinist doctrine of total depravity, in the Catholic 
doctrine of Original Sin, and in the Jewish belief in the yetzer hara, the evil impulse. 
The role of parents—it was thought—was to guide kids along the straight and narrow. 
Without strict parenting, children were innately inclined to misbehave. Or such was 
the common belief. 

Today the dominant ethos reflects a 1960s-era flower-child belief in the innate 
goodness of children. Children are born good, according to this worldview. If kids 
behave badly, it must be because of 

bad parenting 

poor nutrition 

lack of prenatal care for Mom when she was pregnant 
environmental toxins 
attention deficit disorder 

video games (or violent television shows, or movies, or music) 

Take your pick. 

Even the language used by parents and professionals to describe the disobedient 
child has changed. Fifty years ago a teenage boy who stole from other kids was a thief. 
Today he’s a boy exhibiting “adolescent conduct disorder with maladaptive social 
functioning.” The change in language results from a change in the way people think 
about juvenile misbehavior. Fifty years ago, bad behavior was considered a disciplinary 
problem. If you misbehaved, you needed to be punished. Today bad behavior is more 
often considered a psychiatric problem. Kids who misbehave are referred to a specialist 
for a diagnosis—and for treatment, often with medication. 

And psychiatrists have plenty of diagnoses at their disposal. The most recent edition 
of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association, known 
to practitioners as DSM-IV, lists half a dozen “diagnoses” that could be applied to 
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plain old disobedience. Consider the official description of “Oppositional Defiant 
Disorder,” DSM-IV 313.81: 

The essential feature of Oppositional Defiant Disorder is a recurrent pattern oj 
negativistic, defiant, disobedient and hostile behavior toward authority figures that persists 
for at least 6 months and is characterized by the frequent occurrence of at least four of the 
following behaviors: losing temper (Criterion Al), arguing with adults (Criterion A2), 
actively defying or refusing to comply with the requests or rules of adults (Criterion A3), 
deliberately doing things that will annoy other people (Criterion A4), blaming others for his 
or her own mistakes or misbehavior (Criterion A5), being touchy or easily annoyed by 
others (Criterion A6), being angry or resen ful (Criterion A7), or being spiteful or 
vindictive (Criterion A8). 

What is the difference between these two sentences? 

A parent says: “More often than not, it seems, Tommy is disobedient and 
disrespectful toward me and other adults.” 

A child psychologist says: “Tommy meets DSM-IV criteria for Oppositional 
Defiant Disorder, code 313.81.” 

Both sentences could be describing the same boy. But there’s a big difference 
between the two sentences. If you, the parent, acknowledge that Tommy is 
disobedient, then the natural next step is to ask what disciplinary strategy might help 
Tommy to be more obedient. On the other hand, if a paid professional tells you that 
Tommy meets formal criteria for a psychiatric disorder, then the natural next question 
is: Would medication be helpful? Parents who might balk at drugging their child as a 
method of discipline will be much more comfortable doing so as a method of 
treatment, especially when the diagnosis has been certified by the appropriate 
specialist. I call this process “the medicalization of misbehavior.” 

A recent news story described how preschool day-care centers today are doing 
something that was unheard-of just fifteen or twenty years ago: they are expelling 
three- and four-year-olds. Some of these kids are totally out of control. In one case, a 
three-year-old called his teacher an obscene name. Apparently he uses that language at 
home without punishment, so why not use it at the day care? At another day-care 
center, a boy was throwing rocks at other children and kicking adults without any sign 
of remorse. He was enjoying himself. A third boy met a visitor with the threat “I’m 
going to kill you.” The visitor did not think the four-year-old boy was kidding. It 
turns out that boy’s parents live in fear of their four-year-old child. They still spoon¬ 
feed him—he refuses to eat any other way—and they enforce no bedtime. Another 
child refuses to eat anything except pancakes and doughnuts. 

What do today’s experts suggest for these children? One expert recommends “a 
sensory routine that includes stroking his skin as many as ten times a day, and softly 
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pressing on his finger and arm joints every two hours . . . Accommodate [his] need for 
extra sensation. [Let him] go to a splash sink or a sandbox whenever he wants.” 30 One 
mother who is doing her best to follow these expert recommendations admits to 
wondering, “Can I really keep doing this? Can I keep everyone safe? What happens 
when he’s twelve?” When she shared these concerns with her child’s psychologist, the 
psychologist recommended that Mom be treated for an anxiety disorder. More drugs. 

Before you pooh-pooh strict discipline, allow me to ask you this question. What do 
you propose instead for Tommy, an incorrigibly disobedient four-year-old boy who 
mocks his parents and spits at his teacher? If you haven’t worked with a boy like 
Tommy, if you haven’t struggled with such a boy and agonized late at night about the 
best way to help him, then you should pause before you deny his parents the right to 
discipline him. The only alternative may be a bottle of pills. 


Kristen, Interrupted 

The last we heard from Kristen she was fifteen years old, on her way to a drug rehab 
center, and the prognosis was not good. In retrospect, could Kristen’s parents have 
done anything differently? The problems with Kristen began very early. Kristen’s mom 
admitted to me that she felt very uncertain about disciplining Kristen even when she 
was a baby. Kristen was their first child. Both parents were inexperienced. “We let her 
get away with a lot of things. We were stricter with Lisa [their second child].” If two- 
year-old Kristen didn’t want to eat her vegetables, her parents gave her chicken 
nuggets and french fries instead. Kristen never had to eat anything she didn’t want to 
eat. She never had to go anywhere she didn’t want to go, or do anything she didn’t 
want to do. Although Mom is still a devout churchgoer, she gave up taking Kristen to 
church when she was eight years old after she threw a tantrum during a church service. 
“Kristen’s temper was sort of cute when she was five,” her mom told me. It was a lot 
less cute when she was eleven. By that time it would have been hard for the parents to 
institute real discipline, after eleven years of accommodating Kristen’s every whim. 

But it’s easy to say, “You should have done things differently when your child was 
younger.” The real question is: What should you do now'i 

Here’s what Kristen’s parents might have done at age eleven. First, sit down with 
Kristen and explain that there are going to be some new rules enforced from now on. 
Kids need to know what the rules are. Be detailed and specific. In that age group, 
you’d want to specify, for starters: 

Bedtime: when is it, and what does it entail (no instant messaging after 10 P.M., 
for instance); 

Household responsibilities: taking out the garbage, keeping your bedroom clean; 
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Acceptable mealtime behavior: Kristen’s parents had actually begun making 
special trays for her so that she could watch TV in her bedroom, as they were 
afraid of another outburst at the dinner table; 

TV and computer privileges: remove the TV and computer from Kristen’s room 
and put them in the family room; 

And so forth. 

Kristen’s behavior during her visit with me was totally unacceptable. She showed 
disrespect for her mother in front of a stranger (me) by saying that her mother “hasn’t 
got a clue” and that her parents are “boring.” Kristen is entitled to her opinions, but 
no child is entitled to show disrespect for her parents in front of a stranger. Kristen 
boasted of her disobedience: smoking and staying up till 3 A.M. Appropriate 
punishment at that time would have included grounding for at least two weeks, 
including “computer grounding”: a suspension of all computer and Internet privileges 
including instant messaging and e-mail. 

Kristen had clearly fallen in with a bad group, a group in which disrespect for 
parents was considered cool. I’ve already said how you sometimes have to take your 
daughter out of one group and try to help her find another group to join. That’s what 
Kristen’s parents needed to do. They could have blocked phone calls from the homes 
and cell phones of the girls in the bad group. They could have enrolled Kristen in an 
all-summer-long sleep-away camp. They could have tried to get her involved in 
organized sports or at least in some organized activity where she could make friends 
with girls who weren’t so negative about family. (I know another situation in which 
the parents were struggling with a daughter who “hated” them and herself. Enrolling 
that girl in an Irish dancing class literally turned the girl’s life around.) They might 
even have transferred her to another school, if absolutely necessary. 

Nobody said this would be easy. There’s no one-size-fits-all solution. Parenting is 
an art, not a science. But you can’t duck this responsibility. If you don’t discipline 
your child, nobody will. 
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9 


LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL, TRANSGENDER, SISSY, AND 

TOMBOY 


Daniel 

You know how TV reporters always interview the neighbors after some guy does 
something terrible? “We never would have expected this from him,” the neighbors 
always say. “He was always such a friendly guy, such a normal guy.” 

I felt as though I were trapped in one of those interviews, listening to Wendy and 
Paul describing their son Daniel, who was just starting eleventh grade. “Daniel was a 
perfectly normal little boy,” Wendy was telling me. “I mean he was all boy. He loved 
his trucks and his trains. He played football, T-ball, soccer, everything little boys love, 
you know? There wasn’t anything sissy about him.” 

“Right now he’s playing on the varsity football team. He plays linebacker on 
defense, tight end on offense,” Paul added. “Coach told me last week he’s got a shot at 
playing college ball if he kicks his game up a notch.” 

“And then we found this,” Wendy said, handing me a sheaf of pages. 

Daniel’s parents had printed out about a dozen pages of Daniel’s e-mails and 
instant messaging. I read them carefully: 

. . . If you jerk off over a picture of a guy, does that mean you’re gay? I try jerking off 
over pictures of chicks, but I keep imagining it’s a guy. I look at the girl’s neck and 1 
pretend it’s a guy’s neck. I know it sounds really sick, but I keep wishing it were a guy in 
the picture instead of a chick. I can’t help it. 

I flipped to the next page: 

If I really am gay, I’ll kill myself. I’ll drive my car off the Bay Bridge. I think it could be 
really cool, actually. I could rent a convertible and just soar through the air, right off the 
bridge and into the sky. I’ll get high right before I do it. One super rush and then you die. 
No problem. 

I’m just worried I won’t die. I might just get brain damaged or paralyzed or something. 
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I’ll end up like Christopher Reeve — only without his money—-just hooked up to tubes and 
things. If I’m gonna kill myself I have to make sure I do it right the first time cause I might 
not get a second chance. You got any ideas? 

Daniel’s correspondent had typed back: 

Shoot yourself in the head while the car is in the air. Just to make sure you die. 

That’s helpful, I thought. “Who is Daniel sending these messages to?” I asked. 

“We don’t know. ‘Skibum678@hotmail.com’—hotmail addresses can’t be traced. 
We don’t know who ‘Skibum678’ is,” Paul said. 

“Does Daniel know that you’re reading his e-mail, that you’ve seen these messages?” 

Wendy and Paul both shook their heads. 

“What led you to search his e-mail messages in the first place?” I asked. 

“I was cleaning his room, and I found this stash of pornography under his bed,” 
Wendy said. “Hustler was bad enough, but there were also all these porn magazines for 
gay men. I showed them to Paul, and—” 

“Wendy asked me whether boys normally go through a phase where they look at 
gay porn. I said Hell no! I’ve never seen anything like this stuff. I didn’t even know this 
kind of stuff existed,” Paul said. 

“We have some questions for you,” Wendy said, glancing at the list she had 
prepared. “Our first question is: Do you think Daniel really is gay, or is it just a phase? 
Our second question is, if Daniel is gay, what should we do about it? Our third 
question is, how did this happen? What did we do, or not do, that might have led to 
his becoming gay?” Wendy was reading, but she was close to tears. “Will he outgrow 
it? We went online to research this, but there were so many different Web sites, we 
didn’t know which ones we could trust, you know? So we thought we’d start by asking 
you.” 

“There’s no way he’s gay,” Paul said before I could respond. “I mean, look at the 
girls he’s taken out! He’s dated some really good-looking girls. What about that girl he 
took out last month, I think her name was Ingrid something. She was gorgeous.” 

“Ingrid Rasmussen. She’s a lovely girl. Nordic blond, you know?” Wendy added, 
trying to be helpful. 

“Why would a boy who’s gay go out on a date with a pretty girl?” Paul asked. 

“Plenty of reasons,” I said. “Here’s one: most gay boys Daniel’s age aren’t a hundred 
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percent sure yet that they’re really gay. They’re still wondering whether they might be 
bisexual, or even straight. They may think that if they can find just the right girl, a girl 
who can get them sexually aroused, then they’ll be straight and everything will be 
fine.” 

“Daniel and Ingrid only went out that one time,” Wendy said. “I asked Danny how 
it went, and he said ‘Fine.’ I asked him whether he would ask her out again, and he 
just shrugged his shoulders and said, ‘Maybe, maybe not.’ ” 

“Even if a boy knows he’s gay, he may still ask a girl out on dates, because he 
doesn’t want other people to know,” I continued. “He may even be physically intimate 
with a girl, even have sex with a girl, to quell any rumors about his sexual orientation.” 

“How can a gay guy have sex with a girl?” Paul asked. 

“Easy,” I said. “The guy just imagines that he’s having sex with another guy.” 

“That’s sick,” Paul said. 

“It’s the same way heterosexual men in prison have sex with other men,” I said. 
“They imagine they’re having sex with a woman. Sexual arousal is more about what’s 
going on in your head than what’s going on between your thighs.” 

Paul and Wendy took a moment to ponder this. 

“Very few teenage boys are ready to ‘come out’ as gay,” I continued. “Most gay boys 
are terrified by the possibility that their sexual orientation will become public 
knowledge. At the same time, they’re desperate for someone to talk to, someone they 
can trust. And, like all teenage boys, they’re experiencing strong sexual feelings. 
They’re looking for an outlet.” 

“Maybe he’s just bisexual, not a hundred percent gay,” Wendy said hopefully. 

“Men who are truly bisexual are rare,” I said. “Many men who call themselves 
bisexual are actually gay men who are reluctant to acknowledge their sexual 
orientation, even to themselves. There’s less social stigma attached to being bi than 
being gay.” 

“What about my other question? Will he outgrow it? Could it be just a phase?” 
Wendy asked. 

“Here’s one way to think about homosexuality,” I said. 

“Biologically, the difference between a gay man and a straight man is something 
like the difference between a left-handed person and a right-handed person. Being left- 
handed isn’t just a phase. A left-handed person won’t someday magically turn into a 
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right-handed person.” 

“Some people are in-between,” Wendy said hopefully. “Some people are 
ambidextrous.” 

“Some people are in-between,” I agreed. “But the biological differences are 
analogous. In both cases there’s a biological basis. Some children are destined at birth 
to be left-handed, and some boys are destined at birth to grow up to be gay.” 

“So you’re saying it’s not our fault,” Wendy said. “It’s not something we did wrong 
raising him. I suppose that’s a relief. But what do we do now? What about that e-mail? 
He’s thinking about suicide! Are we supposed to ignore that?” 

“Of course not,” I said. “I suggest you contact one of the local support groups for 
gay teenagers. Talk with one of their counselors first. They can give you some 
guidance about how to proceed, and they can advise you about how to put Daniel in 
touch with their people.” 

“I can’t believe you seriously want to send our son to some gay clinic,” Paul 
muttered. “He might catch AIDS or something.” 

I ignored Paul’s remark. “Let me give you those phone numbers. Or if you’re shy 
about making the phone call, I’ll call myself, right now, while we’re all here together.” 


The Passion of Simon LeVay 

In 1991, neuroscientist Simon LeVay announced that the brains of gay men are 
different from the brains of straight men. 1 Scientists have long known that certain 
areas at the base of the brain—the interstitial nuclei of the anterior hypothalamus, or 
INAH—are dramatically different in women compared with men. One of these 
nuclei, INAH-3, is about twice as large in men as it is in women. LeVay reported that 
in gay men this nucleus is small, about the same size as it is in straight women. 

LeVay’s announcement caused an immediate media sensation, and not only because 
he was the first to claim that human sexual orientation could be associated with a 
specific neuroanatomical variation. LeVay himself was part of the story. LeVay’s 
partner of twenty years, an emergency room physician, had died in 1990 after an 
agonizing four-year struggle with AIDS. While caring for his dying partner, LeVay 
decided to switch careers. He would abandon his research on the brain’s visual system 
—his field of study for two decades—and instead try to do something for the gay 
rights movement. He would start by finding a neuroanatomical basis for 
homosexuality in men. 
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LeVay’s findings received wide coverage in the media. No similar coverage was 
provided for the subsequent, less sensational reports that documented that LeVay had 
made a mistake. More recent work using more accurate methods has failed to 
demonstrate any differences in the brain between gay men and straight men. 
Specifically with regard to LeVay’s findings: the brains of gay men are 
indistinguishable from the brains of straight men, and the brains of both gay men and 
straight men differ in the same way from the brains of women. 2 LeVay himself 
abandoned brain research after his paper was published, instead choosing to devote 
himself to political advocacy on behalf of the gay and lesbian movement. 3 

This is not to say that male homosexuality doesn’t have a biological basis. Male 
homosexuality certainly derives at least in part from genetic factors. That fact has now 
been proven beyond a reasonable doubt. 4 Recall the analogy that I used with Daniel’s 
parents: no one doubts that there is a biological basis to left-handedness. No one 
questions that left-handedness is “real.” No one seriously asserts that left-handed 
people choose to be left-handed because those people were raised a certain way, or 
because left-handers are trying to strike back at their parents. However, no one has yet 
discovered a consistent brain marker of left-handedness. You can’t look at any 
particular person’s brain and say whether that person is left- or right-handed. The 
absence of an identified neuroanatomical substrate for a certain characteristic doesn’t 
mean that the characteristic is not genetically programmed. It just means that the 
neuroanatomical substrate is subtle. The differences between the brains of straight 
men and gay men—whatever those differences may be—are likely to be on orders of 
magnitude more subtle than the differences between women and men, or between 
girls and boys. Anatomic differences in the brain based on gender are easily 
demonstrated. Anatomic differences in the brain based on sexual orientation are—with 
current technology—too small to be reliably detected. 


Hearing the Difference 

There’s a popular notion that gay men are somehow “in between” straight men and 
straight women. According to this notion, most gay men are effeminate, with interests 
and hobbies more similar to those of straight women than those of straight men. If 
this stereotype applied at the neural level, we might expect to see that homosexual 
men have acoustic thresholds somewhere between the sensitive thresholds of straight 
women and the less-sensitive thresholds of straight men. 

In chapter 2 we established that girls hear better than boys. Dennis McFadden and 
Edward Pasanen at the University of Texas at Austin studied the hearing of gay men, 
using the same technology Professor Cassidy used with newborn babies to 
demonstrate gender differences in hearing sensitivities. But McFadden and Pasanen 
did not find any evidence that gay men had better hearing than straight men. All the 
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men—regardless of their sexual orientation—had less sensitive hearing than any of the 
women had. 5 In fact, the gay men actually had less sensitive hearing than the straight 
men! 

Dennis McFadden has written recently about the apparent “hypermasculinization” 
of the hearing system in gay men. 6 McFadden’s team has repeatedly found that 
women have significantly better hearing than straight men, and straight men have 
somewhat better hearing than gay men. Far from being intermediate between straight 
men and straight women, gay men appear to be somewhat more “masculine” than 
straight men—at least as far as the auditory system is concerned. Hearing isn’t the 
only realm where gay men appear to be “hypermasculine” compared with straight 
men. On certain skeletal anatomic measures, gay men appear to be hypermasculine 
compared with straight men. 7 And on the most salient “anatomic measure”—whose 
penis is bigger?—gay men are hypermasculine. That’s right: gay men have bigger 
penises, on average, than straight men do. 8 

Ears and penises aren’t the only areas where gay men appear to be “more 
masculine” than straight men. Sexual behavior itself is another area where some 
researchers have used the term “hypermasculine” to describe gay men. In chapter 6 we 
talked about how most girls, and most women, are looking first and foremost for a 
relationship. Most boys, and many men, are interested first and foremost in sex. Many 
teenage boys and young men—both gay and straight—purchase pornography and hire 
prostitutes (male or female as the case may be). Buying pornography and hiring 
prostitutes are activities that are about as far removed as possible from having a 
mutual, ongoing relationship. You can’t have a relationship with a picture in a 
magazine. Girls and women (whether lesbian or straight) very seldom hire prostitutes 
or purchase pornography. Girls and women, whether lesbian or straight, are more 
likely to be looking for a meaningful relationship rather than a one-night stand. 

William Masters and Virginia Johnson, in their exhaustive study of homosexuality, 
found that many gay men are “hypermasculine” in the sense that they often engage in 
sex for its own sake rather than in the context of a relationship. 9 Masters and Johnson 
interviewed hundreds of gay men over many years. Many gay men told them about 
having dozens or even hundreds of sex partners, sometimes more than one partner in a 
single evening. Many gay men described having anonymous sex with men they didn’t 
even know. Lesbian women, by contrast, almost never have sex with women they 
don’t know. 

Curiously, some Native American tribes regard the gay man as hypermasculine. 
“The most masculine men [in these tribes] have sex with other men. Men who have 
sex with women are perceived as less masculine.” 10 

I don’t want to push this idea of the “hypermasculine” gay man too far. But I do 
want to raise some doubts about the popular stereotype of the gay man as being some 
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sort of effeminate creature midway between the straight man and the straight woman. 


Queer Eye for the Straight Guy 

In the summer of 2003, Bravo launched Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, a weekly TV 
show that Entertainment Weekly declared the summer’s breakout hit. 11 Each week the 
“Fab Five”—a squad of five gay men—swoop in on an unfashionable straight man 
and make him over into a suave, debonair hunk. The makeover takes about three 
days. The straight man is initially clueless in matters of taste. The gay men buy him 
new clothes, redecorate his apartment, teach him how to shave, and so on. It’s a funny 
show. But how accurate is the show’s message—that gay men are naturally more 
competent—more “feminine”— than straight men in matters of fashion and personal 
appearance? 

Louis Bayard, a gay man and a self-described slob, wrote an op-ed piece for the 
Washington Post in which he described how the show has become “a major problem 
for some of us in the gay community . . . [The] show is placing enormous pressure on 
me and on the great silent majority of gay men who really aren’t that fab.” Bayard 
then proceeded to give a detailed account of just what a slob he is. Spider webs and 
insect carcasses are everywhere in his apartment. The cat litter hasn’t been changed “at 
any time in the last decade.” He burns bacon to a shriveled black crisp that sets off the 
fire alarm . . . and then he eats it. He wears a red T-shirt with blue-and-white plaid 
shorts. He hasn’t shined his shoes in years. And so forth. “Slovenliness knows no 
sexuality,” he says. 12 

Are gay men really that different from straight men? More to the point, are gay boys 
different from straight boys? Are gay boys less likely to enjoy sports, less likely to be 
aggressive, more likely to understand inductive discipline, and so on, than straight 
boys are? 

Different researchers have offered different answers to this question. Lisa Serbin 
reviewed studies comparing “real boys” with gender-atypical boys: boys who like to 
sew and play hopscotch and who are quite comfortable articulating their feelings. She 
found no evidence that “sissies” were more likely to become homosexual than the “real 
boys” were. 13 But other authors have vigorously disputed her conclusion. A large 
study conducted in San Erancisco, comparing about 1,000 gay men and lesbian 
women with about 500 heterosexual men and women, found that gay men were more 
likely to report gender-atypical behavior and preferences than straight men were. For 
example, gay men were more likely to say that they hadn’t liked sports when they were 
boys, and that they had enjoyed hopscotch or playing house. 14 

There are all sorts of problems with those retrospective studies. How do we know 
that gay men in San Francisco who volunteer for a study of homosexuality are 
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characteristic of all gay men? Many gay men keep their sexual orientation secret, even 
as adults. Such men aren’t likely to volunteer for a study comparing gay men with 
straight men. The subset of gay men who live in San Francisco and volunteer for 
studies of homosexuality may not be representative of gay men as a whole. 

But even in the San Francisco study, less than half of the men said that they had 
enjoyed sex-typical activities such as playing house or hopscotch. So, more than half of 
the men were gender-typical in that regard. I suspect that a significant fraction of gay 
men are indeed anomalous males, males who in some respect show characteristics 
usually associated with females. Later in this chapter we’ll consider anomalous boys 
(and girls). But the great majority of the gay men I’ve known over my fifteen years of 
clinical practice are as gender-typical as straight men are. They’d rather watch football 
than ice skating, and they hate talking about their feelings. Gender-anomalous 
behavior is one parameter. Sexual orientation is another. While there may be some 
correlation between gender-anomalous behavior and homosexuality, I suspect that the 
correlation is low. Many gay men are indistinguishable from straight men in all the 
dimensions we’ve discussed in previous chapters: they like playing competitive sports, 
they don’t listen very well, they’re more interested in having sex than in talking about 
relationships, and so forth. Some gay men are gender-atypical. But the fact that a man 
happens to be gay doesn’t necessarily mean that he is gender-anomalous in other 
aspects of his life. Conversely, an effeminate boy won’t necessarily grow up to be a gay 
man. 

Maybe the term “gay” or homosexual just is not precise enough. Some experts have 
suggested that some men who are classified as gay—and who may consider themselves 
gay—are actually transsexual rather than homosexual. 15 There’s a big difference 
between those categories, when you look at the brain. 


Take a Walk on the Wild Side 

I’ve already mentioned how, in the early 1990s, there was a flurry of media noise 
following Simon LeVay’s claim that gay men have brains similar to those of straight 
women, and that more thorough investigations subsequently showed that those initial 
reports were wrong. There are no obvious differences between the brains of gay men 
and straight men. 

What about transsexuals? A transsexual is a person who is born into one sex but 
feels herself or himself to be a member of the opposite sex. A transsexual boy feels that 
he is really a girl trapped in the body of a boy. 

Dick Swaab, Frank Kruijver, and their associates at the Netherlands Institute for 
Brain Research studied the brains of transsexuals. They wanted to see whether men 
who felt that they were “really” women had brains that appeared in any respect to be 
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like women’s brains. In some of the most important areas of the brain, the areas that 
translate sexual feelings into endocrine responses, Swaab and his team found that the 
brain of a transsexual man resembles the brain of a woman, even if the man has not 
yet received any treatments with feminizing hormones. 16 

You have to make distinctions. Gay is one thing, transsexual is something else. Gay 
men are comfortable with their masculine identity. Think about Sir Ian McKellan, the 
great British actor who played Gandalf in the Lord of the Rings movies. He’s very 
comfortable with his masculinity—and he has said so, repeatedly, as an outspoken 
advocate for gay rights. He’s a gay man. He’s not transgender or transsexual. Sir Ian 
doesn’t have any interest in dressing in women’s clothes, and he certainly doesn’t want 
to be a woman. 17 

Transgender men—men who dress and act as females—are different. They are not 
comfortable with a masculine identity. They feel themselves to be women. They’re 
interested in stereotypically feminine interests such as clothing and interior decorating 
—as much or more so, on average, as “real” women are. 18 

The experiences of transsexuals can (I believe) offer genuine insight into the 
subjective experience of womanhood and manhood. As a young boy, James Boylan 
always felt as though he were a girl trapped in the body of a boy. Finally, at the age of 
forty, he underwent sex-change surgery. His penis and testicles were surgically 
removed, he began receiving estrogen, and he changed his name from James to 
Jennifer. Now, at forty-five years of age, Boylan has written about the experience. 
“The first thing I lost when I started taking estrogen was the sense of invulnerability 
and confidence I had always had as a man. As a guy, much of the turbulence of life 
just bounced off me, like a pebble hitting a windshield. As a woman, though, things 

tend to get under my skin. My sorrows and joys tend to lie very close to the surface 
”19 

now. ... 

Scientists have only just begun studying transgender identity in a serious way. We 
still don’t have any objective way of distinguishing the true transsexual—the man who 
feels that he is a woman and therefore wants to dress as a woman and act as a woman 
—from mere transvestite behavior—a man who dresses in women’s clothes because 
wearing women’s clothes is sexually arousing for him. Nor does anyone really know 
yet whether the Netherlands study is accurate, or just another false alarm like Simon 
LeVay’s 1991 study. Does a transsexual man really have the brain of a woman in the 
body of a man? Does a transsexual woman really have the brain of a man in the body 
of a woman? Perhaps in another ten years we’ll know more. 


Lesbian: Born or Made? 

Twenty years ago many experts believed that female homosexuality derived from 


169 



experience, whereas male homosexuality was thought to be hardwired and innate. 
Boys, it was thought, were born homosexual or heterosexual. Girls’ sexual orientation 
was more malleable, they believed. If a fifteen-year-old girl was brutally gang-raped by 
four men, the odds were much higher that she would ultimately develop a lesbian 
sexual orientation. Or so it was thought. Researchers provided vivid, sometimes 
horrifying stories of girls who suffered all sorts of sexual maltreatment, stories that 
corroborated their hypothesis. 20 

More recent research, however, suggests that female homosexuality is genetically 
programmed, at least in part. Debra Peters and Peggy Cantrell interviewed lesbian and 
heterosexual women, with special attention paid to sexual experiences in childhood 
and adolescence. Peters and Cantrell didn’t find any difference between lesbian and 
straight women in terms of childhood or adolescent sexual experience. They 
concluded that female sexual orientation cannot be explained in terms of early sexual 
trauma or negative heterosexual experiences. 21 

As we’ve discussed, women and men experience sexuality very differently, regardless 
of whether they are gay or straight. Professor Lisa Diamond has recently questioned 
whether the categories “gay” or “straight” even have the same meanings for women 
compared with men. Professor Diamond spent five years talking with women who 
were in a sexual relationship with another woman. In many cases, a woman became 
sexually involved with another woman not so much because she was consciously 
seeking a lesbian sexual relationship, but simply because she loved the woman so much 
that sexual intimacy seemed a natural next step. 22 Many of these women reject the 
labels of “lesbian” or “straight” or “bisexual.” They insist that they relate to each 
person as an individual. If they love that person in a romantic way, if they want to be 
close to them and hold them and kiss them, then sexual intimacy may just come 
naturally. 

What’s the connection between sex and love? We touched on this topic in chapter 
6, but Professor Diamond has explored how this question relates to the issue of gay 
versus straight. Most people, and even most psychologists, have assumed that romantic 
love usually arises in the context of sexual desire. In fact, for most of the twentieth 
century, psychologists believed that romantic love was little more than a sublimation 
of the urge to have sex. But Diamond and many other psychologists, in the past 
fifteen years especially, have questioned that assumption. Recent work suggests that 
romantic love derives from different biobehavioral sources than sexual desire— 
especially in women. Psychologists have noticed that romantic love and long-term 
romantic relationships share many characteristics with the relationship between a 
parent and child. 23 Maybe it’s no accident that lovers sometimes address each other as 
“baby.” Maybe love and affection come from a different part of the brain than sexual 
desire does. Maybe romantic relationships derive from the same part of the brain that 
parent-child love comes from. This notion is central to the new idea in psychology 
known as attachmenttheory. 
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If attachment theory is correct, then we may have to rethink our assumptions about 
same-sex relationships. “Infants do not become selectively attached to other-gender 
versus same-gender caregivers,” Diamond points out. 24 Parent-child attachment isn’t 
programmed for one sex or the other. Mothers don’t naturally bond better with sons, 
and fathers don’t naturally bond better with daughters. But if parent-child attachment 
isn’t weighted in favor of the opposite sex, and if the neural basis of parent-child 
attachment forms at least part of the basis for romantic attachments in adulthood, 
then it might be possible even for a “straight” woman to experience romantic feelings 
for another woman without necessarily wanting to be sexually intimate with her. 

Diamond suggests that those kinds of relationships happen all the time, especially 
among women. Two women may form a passionate friendship, may want to spend 
lots of time together, may even cuddle together and snuggle together. But they might 
not want to have sex with each other. They might even find the notion of lesbian sex 
“disgusting.” Still, their relationship with each other might be more intimate and 
more emotionally fulfilling than the sexual relationships they have with their 
boyfriends or husbands. How meaningful is it then to classify those women as gay or 
straight? “What does sexual orientation orient?” Diamond asks. She suggests that 
maybe our rigid categories of gay versus straight get a little blurred when talking about 
women. Few straight men in our culture have close, physically intimate relationships 
with other men—although Diamond informs us that men in locales such as 
Melanesia, Guatemala, and Samoa often do. 

So what about lesbian women? If at least some lesbian relationships arise not from 
sexual urges but from close friendships, how do we account for the evidence of a 
genetic component for homosexuality in women? What are the genes coding for? 
Perhaps what’s genetically coded—in women—is the possibility, the willingness to 
engage in lesbian sexual activity, if the right woman comes along. The implication of 
Diamond’s work is that many women who consider themselves heterosexual might 
actually be bisexual, if the right woman came into their lives. And for that matter, 
some women who consider themselves lesbian might also be bisexual, if the right man 
came along. 

Now we’re ready to talk about anomalous children: boys whose behavior and 
interests are more typical of girls, and girls whose behavior and interests are more 
typical of boys. 


Martin 

Sally first realized she was pregnant while sitting in the office of her divorce lawyer. 
She’d been married for four years, and she was at the end of her rope. Even though she 
worked longer hours than Mark and brought home more money, Mark still expected 
her to be the housekeeper, picking up his clothes, cleaning house, cooking all the 
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meals. He even had the nerve to complain when supper was late, when he’d been 
home all afternoon watching TV while she worked her tail off at the bank. She’d 
suggested marriage counseling; Mark refused. He didn’t have the slightest clue how 
badly the marriage was broken and apparently had no interest in fixing it. 

A friend at work gave her the name of a good divorce lawyer. At the first visit, the 
lawyer was going through a checklist of questions. 

“Any children?” the lawyer asked. 

“No,” Sally answered. 

“Any possibility that you might be pregnant at this time?” Sally was about to answer 
“No, of course not,” but then she paused. When did she have her last period? For that 
matter, when was the last time she and Mark. . . . Then she remembered that Saturday 
night about a month ago, when she had thought that just maybe this marriage could 
still be saved. That moment in the attorney’s office was the first time she realized that 
her period was late. “I don’t think so,” Sally answered at last. 

“You don’t think so?” the attorney repeated quizzically. 

Eight months later, she gave birth to Martin. In the meantime, Mark had moved to 
Los Angeles and Sally was contemplating life as a single mother. 

Many mothers imagine that their children are above average, but Sally was sure that 
her son Martin was precocious. And she was right. By one year of age, Martin had a 
vocabulary of about twenty words, including “zebra.” By age two he was talking in full 
sentences. By age four he was sounding out words in preschool. When he started 
kindergarten, the teacher immediately put him in the accelerated reading group. 
Martin was the only boy in that group of six children. 

From the beginning, Martin loved school. He always sat in the front row, raised his 
hand to answer every question, was always polite. His teachers adored him. “If all boys 
were like Martin, life would be a joy,” said Mrs. Messner, his first-grade teacher, 
wistfully. “I just wish he would go outside at recess.” 

“Martin doesn’t go outside at recess?” Sally asked. 

“Lately, no,” Mrs. Messner said. “He begged me. He said, ‘Mrs. Messner, why 
should I waste time going outside and just standing around? Why can’t I just stay 
inside and read?’ He just doesn’t like recess. All the other boys are running around like 
wild animals, and Martin stays close by me or one of the other teachers.” 

“I was like that, too,” Sally said. “I never liked recess.” 
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By the end of third grade, Martin was reading at the sixth-grade level. He started 
writing poetry, taking great care in the arrangement of words on the page. His favorite 
font on the computer was Palace Script. His handwriting flowered into an elaborate 
cursive, and he began making little circles for the dots over “i” and “j.” 

Sally’s friends warned her that Martin was becoming a book-worm. She should sign 
him up for some sports, they said. 

That sounded like a good idea. “What would you like to play?” she asked her son. 
“Soccer? Basketball? Football?” 

“I don’t like any of those,” he said. Pause. “But I do like bowling with Karen and 
Samantha,” he added at last. 

“Bowling’s not a sport,” Sally said. 

“Yes it is,” Martin said. “They have tournaments on TV.” 

Finally Martin agreed to take some tennis lessons, but his heart wasn’t in it. “My 
schedule is too busy,” nine-year-old Martin announced to Sally one day, a few weeks 
after the tennis lessons began. “I need more time to practice piano. The tennis lessons 
are a waste of time and money.” Martin could be very firm, especially when 
negotiating with his mother. 

“All right,” Sally said. No more tennis lessons. 

At least he has friends, Sally thought. She and Martin agreed on eight children to 
invite over for his tenth birthday party: seven girls and one boy, as it happened. 
Martin wanted the party to have a Lord of the Rings theme. Martin claimed that all of 
his friends liked the Lord of the Rings. Sally asked her son which character he liked the 
most. 

“Frodo, of course,” Martin said. 

“Really? Why ‘of course’?” Sally asked. “Why not Gandalf? Or Legolas? Or 
Aragorn?” 

“Aragorn is a very unrealistic character,” Martin said dismissively. “Frodo is much 
more believable.” 

“But Aragorn at least is a human being,” Sally answered, determined to win one of 
these debates for once. “Frodo is a four-foot-tall ‘hobbit’ with hairy feet. How can you 
say Frodo is more realistic than Aragorn?” 

“Because Aragorn is so strong, so talented at everything. It’s just not believable. 
He’s always fighting off somebody evil—ores or Uruk-hai or Nazgul, whatever—and 
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he always wins against ridiculously long odds,” her son said. “It’s just not plausible. 
Frodo is weak. He’s small. He doesn’t fight anybody—except Gollum at the very end, 
and Gollum is even smaller and weaker than Frodo is, and anyhow Frodo basically lost 
that fight, anyway. Gollum bit the Ring off his hand.” 

Sally wanted to compliment her not-quite-ten-year-old son on using the word 
“plausible” correctly in a sentence, but she paused as she considered the implications 
of what Martin had just said. Being strong and talented was unrealistic, according to 
Martin. Winning against long odds was unrealistic. Being weak was realistic. She 
needed to sort this out. 

The court had granted sole physical custody of Martin to Sally. Nevertheless, Sally 
made a point of inviting her ex-husband to spend time with Martin, especially over 
the summer months. Mark had mellowed and matured in the years since the divorce. 
He’d had two children by his second wife, and he seemed to be a good father to them. 
(Sally suppressed the urge to ask Mark’s wife, Jennifer, whether he had gotten any 
better at helping around the house.) Mark called from California one evening to ask 
Sally whether Martin could join him and his six-year-old son Jared on a fishing trip. 
“My company is chartering a forty-foot-boat. About a dozen people are going. We’ll 
sail to Catalina Island, do some fishing out there, then that night we’ll be at sea on the 
open ocean. There’s nothing like it, Sally. The stars are so bright, it’s like they’re just 
ten feet over your head.” 

“It sounds like fun,” Sally said sincerely. 

But Martin refused. “There’s nothing more stupid than fishing,” he said 
authoritatively. “You sit on a boat waiting for some poor fish to chomp down on your 
hook, then you viciously yank on the hook, which is stuck in the fish’s mouth, and 
then you drag the fish up on the boat and cut out its guts. What fun. I don’t think so. 
No thank you.” 

“But Martin—” Sally began. 

“Besides, I’m supposed to be at my music camp then,” Martin said. “You’re not 
asking me to give up my music camp, are you?” 

Sally and Mark continued to talk after Martin got off the phone. “Martin doesn’t 
want to do any regular guy things,” Mark said. “He says fishing is stupid, even though 
he’s never tried it. He wouldn’t go to a football game with me, even when I had those 
tickets for a Redskins game when I visited you guys last November. He doesn’t want 
to play soccer. Jeez, he wouldn’t even play video games with me when we went to the 
video arcade.” 

“So what difference does any of that make?” Sally said defensively. “He’s getting 
straight A’s. He has friends. He’s happy.” 


174 



“But what does he do for fun?” Mark asked. 


“He plays piano. He writes poetry. He reads.” 

“You call that fun?” Mark asked incredulously. 

“For Martin, those things are fun. Martin is very intellectual. That’s just who he is. 
Besides, where is it written that every boy has to like football? Or video games? Or 
fishing?” 

“So what’s this music camp he’s going to?” Mark asked. 

“It’s a very good music camp. Martin really wants to work on piano over the 
summer.” 

“What kind of piano music does he play?” Mark asked. 

“Lots of different kinds,” Sally said. 

“Oh yeah? Can he play jazz? Fats Waller?” 

“No, of course not,” Sally said. “He only plays classical. Beethoven. Clementi. 
Debussy. You should hear him play ‘Clair de Lune.’ ” 

“Jeez, give me a break,” Mark said. 

The other boys didn’t really start picking on Martin until middle school. That’s 
when Sally began getting phone calls from the guidance counselor. Somebody had 
stuffed tampons into Martin’s locker with a note attached saying, “You need these.” 
Then a week later somebody spray-painted the word “fag” on his locker. The 
following month two boys bumped into Martin in the hallway, pretending it was an 
accident, and knocked him over. Sally was horrified by the bruise on Martin’s cheek 
where his face had hit the floor. 

“Doesn’t it bother you that the other boys pick on you?” she asked her son. 

“Not really,” he said with a shrug. “They don’t understand me. All they understand 
is video games and sports. They’re afraid of what they don’t understand, and they 
respond the only way they know how. With violence. I just need to be careful, stay 
away from them, that’s all.” 

“But why don’t any of your friends stand up for you?” Mom asked. 

“I don’t have any friends,” Martin said matter-of-factly. 

“How can you say that? What about Karen? What about Samantha?” Mom asked. 
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“They’re not my friends anymore. Ever since the boys starting picking on me. 
Karen and Samantha are friends with those boys now. Especially Karen. She’s always 
hanging out with them. When she saw how the boys hate me, she started avoiding 


“That must hurt. You must feel terrible,” Mom said. 

“No, I don’t. It doesn’t bother me. Besides, I do have friends.” 

“Really?” Mom said eagerly. “Who?” 

“I’d say my best friends right now are Isaac Asimov and Robert Heinlein,” Martin 
said calmly. 

Mom had to pause for a moment, searching her memory to recognize the names. 
“But Isaac Asimov and Robert Heinlein ... are dead,” she said. A chill ran down her 
spine. “They’re dead science fiction writers.” 

“Right,” Martin said. “Isaac Asimov wrote the Foundation trilogy. It’s about a 
mutant who’s more powerful than all the normal people. He looks small and weak, 
but he’s actually stronger than anybody because of his special powers. Robert Heinlein 
wrote Stranger in a Strange Land.” 

“But both those authors died long ago,” Mom repeated. 

“So what?” Martin said. “They’re still my best friends. I have tons in common with 
them.” 


The Anomalous Male 

There is plenty of variation within the sexes. Beyonce Knowles, Sally Ride, Serena 
Williams, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, and Anna Nicole Smith don’t seem to have 
much in common. Nor for that matter do Bill Clinton, Pee Wee Herman, Tiger 
Woods, Sylvester Stallone, and Michael Jackson. But how significant are the 
differences? How do those differences affect what we’ve discussed earlier in this book? 

The answers to those questions are different for girls and boys. One way to begin to 
understand those differences, I think, is to consider a study published by scientists at 
NASA who were studying astronauts on the space shuttle (this study was published 
shortly before the loss of the Columbia ). One of the less-well-known facts about 
spaceflight is that women who fly in the space shuttle are typically very dizzy after they 
return to earth. Their blood pressure tends to drop for several days after the flight. If 
they stand up too suddenly, they get dizzy. The same phenomenon has been reported 
in male astronauts, but much less often. Wendy Waters and Janice Meek at the 
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Johnson Space Flight Center in Houston wanted to study this phenomenon. So they 
tested female and male astronauts right after the astronauts returned from a mission 
on the space shuttle—thirty-five astronauts in all. 25 

Their findings confirmed what many previous reports had suggested. Every female 
astronaut they tested was extremely prone to dizziness after the flight. Few of the men 
were. The stress of spaceflight had very different effects on most of the men compared 
with all of the women. If you recall our earlier discussion of sex differences in the 
biobehavioral response to stress, then this finding shouldn’t come as a surprise. 

The extraordinary finding in this study concerned those few men who were dizzy 
after spaceflight, men who showed the female-typical drop in blood pressure in 
response to stress. These men were less often pilots by training, more often mission 
specialists: biologists, physicists, or computer geeks with no background in aviation, 
men who were on board just to run a particular experiment. Among the “real” 
astronauts, the men who fly the shuttle, the anomalous female-typical pattern was rare. 
But one in four male mission specialists showed the female-typical pattern. 

None of the females showed the male-typical pattern. Very few of the “tough guys” 
showed the female-typical pattern. But among the geeks, one out of four men showed 
the female-typical pattern. What’s going on? 

There’s growing evidence that a small subset of boys (and men) have female-typical 
physiology. Different researchers have used different terms for these boys, and 
different criteria to define them, so it’s hard to consolidate the findings across the 
different studies. But there’s reason to believe that these boys have a lot in common. 

Harvard professor Jerome Kagan has spent many years studying these boys, whom 
I’ll call “anomalous males.”- Kagan began by analyzing baby boys who were only a few 
weeks old. He would simply touch the babies gently and see how they responded. 
Most baby boys don’t mind being touched, but a few react intensely. When touched, 
those boys begin crying and thrashing their arms and legs. Kagan followed these boys 
for years, from infancy through childhood and into adolescence (he’s been doing this 
work for forty years now!). He found, first of all, that about half of these boys never 
outgrow their dislike of novelty. As teenagers, these boys shy away from strangers and 
new adventures, just as they did when they were babies. 

Even more striking, Kagan found that these boys have other characteristics in 
common. Specifically, these “anomalous males” are: 

More likely to have allergies, asthma, or eczema than other boys; 26 

More likely to have a regular resting heart rate 27 whereas most boys have heart 
rates with lots of beat-to-beat variability: the heart speeds up when they breathe 
in and slows down when they breathe out; 
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More likely to have a narrow face, a facial width-to-height ratio less than 0.55; 28 
Unwilling to engage in rough-and-tumble play. 29 

Sociologist Patricia Cayo Sexton also described such boys. She found other 
characteristics in addition to those identified by Kagan. According to Sexton, these 
boys also typically: 

are precocious, particularly with respect to language skills; 
are often loners with few close friends; 

may enjoy sports, but typically prefer noncontact sports such as tennis, track, 
bowling, and golf. 30 

The anomalous male then appears to represent a distinct physiological type and a 
real challenge to parents—who often don’t see that there’s a problem. On the 
contrary, many parents, especially mothers, react the way Sally and Mrs. Messner did. 
Martin was quiet, well behaved, and never got into trouble. What’s not to like? 

Many parents don’t recognize that their anomalous son is heading for a special kind 
of trouble . . . until middle school begins. When the tidal wave of puberty hits, the 
neatly arranged life that seemed so stable and peaceful in elementary school is washed 
away. For many of these boys, their closest friends during the elementary school years 
were girls. When puberty arrives, the girls leave. Flanging out with the right kids 
becomes intensely important in middle school, and the anomalous male is not a cool 
guy to hang with. So: the girls are gone. 

Sexton found that these boys become intensely anxious about sex around this time. 
Some begin using pornography. Others become suicidally depressed. The “geek” 
becomes a loner, withdrawn and resentful, finding solace in his books and his 
fantasies. “I am a rock, I am an island” are the words of the disturbing Paul Simon 
song that so accurately portrays such a boy: 

I have my books and my poetry to protect me. 

Iam shielded in my armor. 

Hiding in my room, safe within my womb, 

I touch no one and no one touches me. 31 

Let’s follow the anomalous boy into high school. His grades are good but his life is 
empty. I’ve seen plenty of these boys in my fifteen years of clinical practice. All too 
often they’ve developed a smug facade that hides the hurt they feel inside. After all, 
they have the approval of the adult world. Why should they care if other kids make 
fun of them or spray-paint nasty epithets on their locker? As Sexton observed, these 
boys are “reluctant to acknowledge the connection between school honors and 
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feminization, or to inquire into whether their success can be attributed more to 
acceptance of female norms than to brilliance or superior intellectual endowments . . . 
Few feel victimized; they feel more like heroes and victors.” 32 By the time such a boy is 
in high school, I don’t know whether anybody could change him or broaden his 
horizons. He may grow up to be a mission specialist on the space shuttle, but he’ll 
never be the pilot. 

However, Jerome Kagan has presented evidence that parents who intervene early— 
ideally, before the child is three years old—can pull their anomalous son out of the 
tendency to withdrawal and feminization. Kagan has suggested that parenting style is a 
critical factor in determining whether a boy outgrows his fearful, withdrawn 
tendencies or whether he remains stuck in that mode. Protective parents who are 
“sensitive” to their child’s preferences have the worst outcomes. Baby boys who are 
fearful and withdrawn become more so if their parents shield them from minor 
stresses and injuries. Such a parent, Kagan found, “made it more, rather than less, 
difficult for the child to control an initial urge to retreat from strangers and unfamiliar 
events. The equally accepting mothers who made age-appropriate demands [for their 
boys to mix and mingle] helped their highly reactive infants tame their timidity. . . . 
Mothers who protect their [timid] infants from frustration and anxiety in the hope of 
effecting a benevolent outcome seem to exacerbate the infant’s uncertainty and 
produce the opposite effect.” 33 

If a boy is fearful and timid and “highly reactive” in early infancy but his parents 
believe in firm discipline, the odds are good that by two years of age the boy will have 
outgrown those tendencies. In fact, in Kagan’s study, every single boy who did 
outgrow timid tendencies in infancy had a parent who believed in the importance of 
discipline. Conversely, in Kagan’s study, if the parent of a timid child believed in 
being “sensitive to a child’s needs” and did not place a high value on obedience, in 
every case the timid baby boy grew up to be a timid, fearful child. 34 

So what can you do if your son is an anomalous male and he’s five, six, seven, eight 
years old? Number one: adopt and maintain a firm disciplinary style (reread the last 
chapter if you’re fuzzy on what this means). Number two: encourage competitive 
sports. Your son will tell you he doesn’t like football or soccer or basketball. But he’s 
probably never played these sports. Tell him he needs to give them a chance. Your 
spouse may tell you that your son isn’t talented athletically. Maybe he isn’t. Makes no 
difference. As Sexton observes, “Athletics, like other subjects, has become over¬ 
specialized and too much the property of the expert and the star. If anything, the 
physically unfit need coaching and a chance to play more than does the star.” 35 

Next, you have to take an honest look in the mirror. If your son is an anomalous 
male, there’s a good chance that you have been overly protective, too careful to shield 
him from the scrapes and bumps of everyday life. (Again, see Wendy Mogel’s book 
The Blessing of a Skinned Kneel) Sexton also has shown that these boys are more likely 
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either to have no father in the house or a father who is himself an anomalous male. 
She is blunt in her assessment and blunt in her prescription: these boys’ problems 
come “from overprotective parents and can best be remedied through association with 
a normal adult male.” Sexton then asserts that a “normal adult male” is “a rare figure 
in most schools.” 36 If that’s true at your school, then you might try signing your son 
up for the Boy Scouts or for an all-boys summer camp with lots of camping and 
hiking and sports. Avoid computer science camps, arts camps, music camps, and the 
like. 

Also, if you belong to a synagogue or church or mosque, check with them to see 
what kinds of all-male retreats they offer. All the major religions still remember what 
most North Americans today have forgotten: namely, that gender differences are real, 
and that genuine spiritual transformation is more likely to occur—in both sexes—in a 
single-gender setting. 


Amy 

Amy was the firstborn of two daughters. Her parents, Barbara and Howard, didn’t 
realize what a tomboy Amy was until their second child, Zoe, was born. “Amy and 
Zoe were like night and day,” Barbara told me one day in the office. Barbara had 
asked for an appointment to talk with me, but she wouldn’t tell the receptionist what 
she wanted to discuss. I told the receptionist to allow forty-five minutes for the visit. I 
had a pretty good idea what Barbara wanted to see me about. “When Amy was six 
months old, if a stranger came into the room, Amy would crawl across the floor and 
tug on the stranger’s shoelace,” Barbara continued. “Zoe was so different. When Zoe 
was six months old, if a stranger came into the room, Zoe would just start crying and 
crying until I picked her up. Then she’d just bury her face in my chest.” 

“And as they grew older?” I asked. 

“Amy was your classic tomboy,” Barbara said. “She was always playing with the 
boys, building forts, throwing snowballs, climbing trees. She loved building forts.” 

“And Zoe?” I asked. 

“Zoe was into girly things. Dolls and dress-up and baking cakes. My husband and I 
were big believers in going against gender stereotypes, you know—” 

“Sure,” I said. “I know exactly what you mean.” 

“So when Zoe was three years old, we bought her a set of toy earthmoving 
equipment: a little dump truck, a backhoe, a front-end loader. Amy loved that sort of 
stuff, so we bought three brand-new toys like that for Zoe.” 
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“Did she like them?” I asked. 


“She loved them,” Mom said. “But she didn’t use them the way they’re meant to be 
used. First she put all three vehicles in a litde circle, facing each other, and then she 
put litde ribbons on the dump truck. ‘That’s not quite how the dump truck is 
supposed to work, sweetie,’ I remember telling her. ‘But it’s the dump truck’s 
birthday,'' Zoe explained to me, very patiently. ‘And here are its two best friends ,’ she 
said, pointing to the backhoe and the front-end loader. Later that afternoon I came 
into her room and she very loudly told me ‘Shush! They’re sleeping!’ She had carefully 
laid all three toys—the dump truck, the backhoe, and the front-end loader—in her 
bed, and drawn the covers up over them so you could just see the headlights of each of 
them.” 

“That’s cute,” I said. “What about Amy?” 

“Right. Well, you know,” Mom said, “Amy was talented in sports. Competitive 
sports. We signed her up for MSI [the local soccer league]. She was really brave, even 
when she was just six or seven years old. She was never afraid of the ball. Most of the 
other girls were, but not Amy. She didn’t mind getting bumped or bruised. And you 
know, she’s built more solidly than Zoe. She has a stockier build. Zoe is more 
delicate.” 

“Maybe that’s a result of the differences in their interests,” I suggested. “Maybe if 
Amy played with dolls while Zoe ran around on the soccer field, then maybe Zoe 
would be the stocky one.” 

“Maybe,” Barbara said doubtfully. 

“Well, let’s move along,” I said, glancing at my watch. “What can I do for you 
today?” 

Barbara sighed. “I cleaned up Amy’s room while she was at school yesterday,” she 
said. “And I found these. Hidden in one of her dresser drawers, actually in one of her 
kneesocks.” Mom handed me a package of Seasonale, the birth control pill I had 
prescribed for Amy five months earlier. “According to the label, you are the 
prescribing physician,” Mom said. “Did you prescribe these pills for my daughter?” 

“Yes, I did,” I said. 

“Did Amy tell you that she had my permission, or her father’s permission, to take 
birth control pills?” Mom asked. 

“No, she didn’t,” I answered. “In fact, Amy made it very clear that you and your 
husband didn’t know anything about it.” 
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“So how could you do this?” Mom said, not angry so much as bewildered. “Isn’t it 
against the law for a doctor to give an underage girl birth control pills without her 
parents’ consent?” 

“Not in Maryland it isn’t,” I said. “Maryland courts have consistently ruled that in 
matters pertaining to contraception, the doctor-patient relationship between the 
doctor and the teenage girl is privileged. It’s ironic,” I continued before Mom could 
interrupt, “because the result is that under Maryland law, I can give your daughter 
birth control pills without your knowledge, but the school nurse can’t give her a 
Tylenol without your consent. The law is not very consistent. It doesn’t make a whole 
lot of sense. But that’s the law.” 

Mom sighed again. “I’m not really angry with you, Dr. Sax,” she said. “It’s just that 
I don’t want Amy to be sleeping around. My God, she’s only sixteen. When I was 
sixteen, I was barely allowed to go out on dates, and I had to be home by 10 P.M. I 
don’t want her to be doing this.” 

“I agree with you. Completely,” I said. “But Amy isn’t asking your permission, or 
mine. She’s already decided that she’s going to be sexually active. And given that 
decision, I actually think it’s very responsible of her to have made arrangements to 
take the pill.” 

“But you’re encouraging her!” Barbara said. 

“Mrs. Shaw,” I said, very slowly, “please hear me out. There are few things worse 
for a teenage girl than an unwanted pregnancy. When a sixteen-year-old girl becomes 
pregnant, there are only three options. None of them are good options. Abortion is 
not a good option. The second option—carrying the child to term and then giving it 
up for adoption—is wrenching. And the third option—for you and your daughter to 
try to raise the child while Amy is finishing high school—” 

“And don’t forget I work, forty-plus hours a week!” Barbara said. “Plus doing the 
laundry. And the cooking. And cleaning—” 

“That’s my point,” I said. “Our top priority here has to be to prevent an unwanted 
pregnancy. I agree that the best thing would be for Amy not to be sexually active. But 
Amy has taken that option off the table.” 

“So what should I do?” Mom said. “I found the pills. Are you telling me to put 
them back where I found them and pretend nothing has happened?” 

“No,” I said. “You should sit down with Amy, this evening, just the two of you— 
your husband’s away on a business trip, right?” Barbara nodded. “Tell Amy that you 
found these birth control pills in her room. Tell her how disappointed you are that she 
is sexually active. Remind her of the risks—” 


182 



“I can never win any debate with that child,” Mom said hopelessly. “She can talk 
circles around me.” 

“But at least she’ll know how you feel,” I said. 

“What good does that do,” Mom said, more a statement than a question. 

After she had left, I thought back to that day five months earlier, when Amy had 
marched into the exam room and demanded that I prescribe birth control pills for her. 
“And I don’t want my mom or dad to know I was here,” she said. “I’ll pay your bill 
myself. In cash. I have money.” 

“The money’s not the issue,” I said. “Don’t you think it’s unwise to try to keep a 
secret like this from your parents?” 

“I’m just trying to protect them,” Amy said. “What they don’t know won’t hurt 
them. I’m just trying to spare them some mental anguish and distress.” 

“You’re trying to spare them mental anguish and distress,” I repeated. 

“Well, to be honest, I’m trying to spare myself the bother of a big argument,” she 
said, and she flashed me a winning smile. Amy might not be slender or particularly 
graceful, but she could be charming, even captivating, when she wanted to be. 

Amy has her act together more than most teenagers. She knows what she wants—in 
school, from her friends, and from the boys in her life. She makes whatever 
arrangements are necessary to secure her objectives. She’s an Honor Roll student, 
captain of the girls’ soccer team, she has a variety of hobbies—including, curiously 
enough, cross-stitch and macrame—and she is popular with the athletic crowd at her 
school, both girls and boys. But she’s not your typical girl. 


Differences 

Over the past thirty years a handful of scholars have compared anomalous boys like 
Martin with anomalous girls like Amy. Once again the most important contribution 
has been made by sociologist Patricia Cayo Sexton, who found that while the 
anomalous boys 

. . . were noncompetitive, non-athletic and fearful, the [anomalous] girls were fearless, 
independent, and competitive. Girls who were bold and daring from ages ten to fourteen 
became the most intellectual women as adults. . . . Among girls, strangely, high intelligence 
was associated with both greater masculinity and greater femininity. Bright girls were more 
likely than other girls to be dominant and striving and at the same time have more 
feminine qualities. 37 
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Boys with many feminine characteristics tend to be less popular and at higher risk 
for social maladjustment, especially in middle school and high school. By contrast, the 
anomalous girl appears more likely to be more popular and well adjusted than her 
peers. The girl who is the captain of the lacrosse team is more likely to be a top 
student than the girl who plays no sports. On the other hand, the boy who’s at the top 
of the class academically is less likely to be a good athlete. The tomboy—the girl who 
prefers some male-typical activities—should be encouraged to pursue those gender- 
atypical activities. Girls who show some male-typical characteristics—such as a 
willingness to confront others openly—generally do better than average socially. On 
the other hand, boys who show female-typical characteristics such as a reluctance to 
engage in rough-and-tumble play are more likely to have more problems socially. 

Anomalous girls have an advantage in school and in life; their social horizons are 
likely to be broader than those of other girls. Anomalous boys have an advantage in 
school but they pay a steep price for that advantage, and their social horizons are likely 
to be narrower than those of other boys. 
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10 


BEYOND PINK AND BLUE 

Adults need to get serious on the question of gender. . . . Adults stuck in the ’70s have 
declined to take on the responsibility of helping our children develop a powerful pro-social 
meaning for masculinity and femininity. . . . The result of our society’s indifference to the 
deep meaning of sexuality is social chaos—the kind of social chaos that can occur only when 
adults abandon adult responsibilities and leave children to create social meanings on their 
own, guided by Madonna and Madison Avenue. 


—Maggie Gallagher, 2003 1 


A Gender-Blind Society? 

We live in what is—or at first glance appears to be—a gender-blind society. Girls 
and boys are taught to have similar expectations regarding their adult careers. Gone, 
thank goodness, are the days when all girls were expected to become homemakers. 
American girls and boys today are offered the same subjects in the same grade at the 
same schools and have opportunities to play most of the same sports: soccer, 
basketball, lacrosse, tennis, golf, track and field, and so on. 

For the past thirty years, any suggestion that there are innate differences between 
girls and boys in how they learn or think or interact with one another has been viewed 
in many quarters as chauvinistic backsliding. The education establishment has 
indoctrinated teachers and parents in the dogma that girls and boys should be taught 
the same subjects in the same way at the same time. Any differences in how girls and 
boys learn are socially constructed, not biologically based. Or so we were told. 

Parental authority oozed away over those same three decades. As we discussed in 
chapter 8, parents seldom tell their children what to do anymore. Instead, parents 
consult with their children, they make suggestions, they inform their children about the 
choices available. Thirty years ago parents were more often than not the chief decision 
makers in their children’s lives, with no apologies made. Today parents routinely ask 
their six-year-olds what sports they want to play, even what foods they would like to 
eat. And many parents regard it as an item of good parenting to dutifully fulfill the 
whims expressed by their six-year-old. 

To sum up the transformation in North American (and Western European and 
Australian) society since roughly 1970: 
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Society has blurred any distinction between female and male in terms of social 
roles; 

The educational establishment has erased any gender distinctions in the 
curriculum; 

Children have assumed more authority for the important decisions in their lives. 

What has been the end result of these changes? If the 1970s theorists were correct in 
their assumption that girls and boys are cut from the same cloth, then we should 
expect to find that we now live in an era of unprecedented gender equality, an era in 
which girls and boys both are free to fulfill their individual potential without regard to 
gender stereotypes. 

That’s not what has happened. On one hand, the range of opportunities available to 
young women today has expanded dramatically in comparison with previous 
generations. Every person who favors individual liberty must welcome that change. 
Women have entered all the professions in unprecedented numbers. In the 1960s, 
women earned less than 5 percent of the law degrees granted by the nation’s law 
schools; today that number is close to 50 percent. 2 Similar gains have been reported in 
medical schools 3 and in many graduate school programs. 4 

But the news is not all good. Psychologist Jean Twenge carefully examined the 
records of children from the 1950s to the present. She found that children today are 
significantly more anxious and depressed than children were in the 1950s and 1960s. 
In fact, the average child today is more anxious than the typical child referred to a 
psychiatrist in the 1950s. 5 To put it another way: the average child today would have 
been considered a “mental case” fifty years ago. 

Twenge suggests two main causes for the increased anxiety of today’s children. The 
first is the unraveling of the social fabric over the past fifty years. Children in the 
1950s were more likely to be embedded in an extended family, living in close 
proximity to grandparents, cousins, aunts, and uncles with whom they would 
frequently interact. Children today are less likely to have that kind of extended family 
in the neighborhood and far more likely to be raised by a single parent. 

The second cause identified by Twenge is an increased sense of instability and 
threat in the personal lives of children. Children feel less sure that the parents they are 
living with today will be living with them two or three years down the road. And, 
children today feel more vulnerable to physical violence— even if their statistical risk 
of being a victim of physical violence is no greater than it was in the 1950s. 

I would like to suggest a third cause in addition to those two. I think many children 
today feel less rooted in their gender than children did in the 1950s. The neglect of 
gender in the raising and educating of children has resulted in a loss of direction for 
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the growing child and especially the adolescent. The adolescent today is like an 
explorer without a compass in a trackless wilderness, unsure of the path or the 
destination. 

I’m suggesting that one reason girls and boys are more anxious today than fifty 
years ago is because they’re less sure of their gender, they’re less sure of what it means 
to be a girl or a boy, what it means to become a woman or a man. A study published 
in 2004 provides substantial support for that idea. Researchers in Florida found that 
the more comfortable a child was with his or her gender, the better that child’s 
psychological well-being. Gender-comfortable kids were more self-confident and less 
anxious than kids who were gender-atypical. 6 These researchers also pointed out that 
their findings contradict the general teaching of the past three decades. From the early 
1970s through the late 1990s, psychologists thought that children who “conformed to 
gender norms” were likely to be kids who were bound up in gender straitjackets. Most 
psychologists expected that those kids would be less happy, less fulfilled, than other 
kids. But those psychologists were wrong. Feminine girls and masculine boys are as a rule 
happier, and are likely to feel more fulfilled, than masculine girls andfeminine boys. 

This doesn’t mean that you should force a tomboy daughter to play with Barbies if 
she prefers to play with trucks. But it does suggest that if you have a son who’s “all 
boy,” there’s nothing to be gained by taking away his trucks and insisting that he play 
with a doll. My point is that each child’s gender is a big part of who she or he is. 
Human nature is gendered to the core. Work with your child’s nature, work with your 
child’s innate gender-based propensities, rather than trying to reshape them according 
to the dictates of late-twentieth-century political correctness. 

Let me give you an example of how things might be done differently. I was in 
Toronto recently, giving a talk about sex differences in how children learn. After my 
presentation, I had the opportunity to get feedback from some of the more than four 
hundred educators in the audience. One teacher told me how a local man, a retired 
electrician, had volunteered to come to his school to help the high school boys with 
their robotics class (this was an all-boys school—all-boys schools are very popular in 
the Toronto area). The boys absolutely worshiped this old man. They were fascinated 
to hear his stories about working with high-voltage power lines. They hung on his 
every word about the technical details of soldering copper wire to a metal post. “There 
was more going on here than just the transfer of information,” the teacher told me. “A 
tribe was being formed.” 

That teacher’s on to something. The foundation of every durable human 
community has always been the molding of the younger generation by the older: and 
this interaction is facilitated in single-sex contexts. In almost every culture, in almost 
every era of recorded human history, opportunities for single-sex interactions between 
generations have been plentiful. In North America until recently, girls participated in 
sewing circles with their mother’s friends, or girls got together with women to bake 
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before a big social event, or attended all-female Bible study together or Girl Scout 
troop meetings. 7 There are fewer opportunities for such activities today. Likewise for 
boys: whether you’re talking about hunting together or working a farm or going to 
sporting events, North American society until recently was characterized by a 
collective male sensibility to which almost every male could connect. An older white 
man and a young black man fifty years ago might have had very little in common, but 
they could have conversed about Jackie Robinson and Branch Rickey with passion 
informed by conviction. More likely than not, they would also be able to draw on 
shared experiences changing oil filters and tinkering with recalcitrant carburetors. 
Opportunities abounded for boys to learn from older men in the community: whether 
in the church or synagogue, or in the Boy Scouts, or in the wood shop at school. I still 
remember how my brother Steve learned to make an inlaid wooden coffee table from 
his woodworking instructor, Mr. Waddell, and how proud Steve was when that table 
was finished. 

My brother’s woodworking class—which was all-boys back when Steve took the 
class, thirty-five years ago—no longer exists at our local public high school. In its place 
the school now offers a computer drawing and design class. Coed, of course. 

I don’t want to go back to the bad old days of woodworking for boys and home 
economics for girls. But we need to recognize that our society lost something in the 
process of dismantling opportunities for boys to learn from adult men in an all-male 
setting. We lost something when we eliminated many opportunities for girls to learn 
from women in an all-girls setting. 

Socialization is the name psychologists give to the process whereby children learn 
the customs and mores of their society. In almost every culture of which we have any 
record, the process of socialization has been primarily a function of single-gender 
communities. More than just mothers with their daughters and fathers with sons, the 
women of the whole community pass the traditions and mores of the culture down to 
the girls while the men teach the boys. 8 This job is too big for just the parents: the 
whole community takes part. That’s what is meant by the old African proverb “It 
takes a village to raise a child.” 

Our society wasn’t such an anomaly one hundred years ago or even thirty years ago. 
Back then parents had lots of help with the socialization process. The typical child 
took part in many single-sex activities: adult women with girls, the men with the boys. 
Most of those activities now are either gone or they’ve become coed. You can have a 
perfectly reasonable coed robotics class, but you won’t build a tribe. Those kids will 
learn how to solder copper wire to metal posts, but a genuine connection between the 
generations is less likely to be established. 

It’s tough being a parent today. Tougher than in previous eras, I think. Parents 
today carry more of the burden of socializing their children. Parents have fewer people 
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to whom they can look for help. It’s less likely that a grandparent or a cousin or uncle 
will be available to help out because it’s more likely that the family lives far away from 
other relatives. 

The neglect of gender in education and child-rearing has done real harm. The 
failure to recognize and respect sex differences has led to the pathologizing of normal 
female and male attributes. Restless boys are drugged with Ritalin and Concerta so 
that they will sit still and be quiet in classes taught by soft-spoken women who bore 
them. Shy teenage girls are medicated with Paxil with the approval of their anxious, 
misinformed parents. Don’t tell me that this doesn’t happen. I see these kids every 
day. 

Ironically, some of the harm has come from the inappropriate intensification of 
gender roles as well as from the sexualization of childhood at an earlier age than ever 
before. Once again I think of the old Latin proverb: “Try to drive out nature with a 
pitchfork; she will always return.” If you refuse to affirm a child’s gender identity 
explicitly, children will find other ways to announce their gender identity—ways that 
may lead them down the wrong road. Seven-year-old girls today wear short shorts to 
school, sporting phrases like “Hot Stuff’ across their derriere. Fourth-grade boys, 
referring to oral sex, casually ask girls whether they spit or swallow. 9 Sixth-graders 
gather at parties where the preferred mode of interaction is “grinding”: the boy grinds 
his pelvis into the girl’s butt, announcing his masculine role without ever seeing the 
girl’s face. “Kids don’t dance face to face anymore,” Linda Perlstein observed during 
the year she spent with middle schoolers. “Girls [are] not sure if they want these guys 
they don’t know grinding against their behinds, but what can they do?” 10 

Boys are hungry for an answer to the question: What does it mean to be a man? But 
the formal structures of our society— schools in particular—no longer offer any 
answers to that question. So the market steps into the vacuum. Not long ago I saw an 
ad in a video game magazine trumpeting that a particular video game is “real man 
stuff.” The ad depicts a fantasy female— long legs, tiny waist, large breasts—astride a 
motorcycle. The ad is telling teenage boys that being a man means playing a video 
game with a two-dimensional Barbie doll in a virtual world, a world where girls never 
talk back, never have an agenda of their own. 

You and I know that real manhood has nothing to do with playing video games. 
You and I know that being a man means using your strength in the service of others. 
That’s the secret to the popularity of Somos Amigos, the program I discussed earlier in 
which sixteen teenage boys led by four adult men spend their summer building houses 
for peasants in the highlands of the Dominican Republic. The boys love it because it’s 
real. It’s not a video game. These teenage boys really are putting their strength and 
their sweat to work in the service of others. That’s “real man stuff.” 
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Girls are searching, too. Joan Jacobs Brumberg has studied how the psychosexual 
development of girls has changed over the generations. The most fundamental change 
Brumberg documents is that girls in generations past worried about their 
character .Today most girls’ first concern is with their appearance. Whereas the typical 
fifteen- and sixteen-year-old girl in generations past made solemn resolutions to be a 
better person, the fifteen- and sixteen-year-old of today makes solemn resolutions to 
lose weight, tone her tummy, and find a hairstyle that suits her face. 11 The relentless 
message of our culture—in TV shows and commercials, in movies, in magazines—is 
that being a woman means looking sexy. No wonder so many girls are so concerned 
about their appearance. We have no structure in place to teach girls that becoming a 
real woman is not about how you look on the outside, but about who you are inside. 

Paradoxically, the ostensibly gender-neutral child-raising and educating of the past 
twenty years has had the effect of pushing girls and boys into pink and blue 
cubbyholes. Boys have withdrawn en masse from subjects such as art, dance, and 
foreign languages. Girls’ participation in physics and computer science peaked twenty 
years ago and has been declining ever since. 12 Art, music, dance, drama, and foreign 
languages have become largely the provinces of girls and feminized boys (as discussed 
in the previous chapter). How can we break down those gender stereotypes? 

I suggest that the solution is first of all to recognize the differences in how girls and 
boys develop, and second to embrace gender-separate educational and sports 
opportunities for both. Recall the quotes at the beginning of the chapter on school. 
Professors Myra and David Sadker claimed that our schools shortchange girls. 
Christina Hoff Sommers argued that our schools shortchange boys. Both sides make 
some good points. Coed schools do shortchange both girls and boys, but not primarily 
because the teachers are sexist or because the textbooks are biased. Coed schools will 
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always shortchange both girls and boys to some degree, for the simple reason that girls 
and boys do indeed learn differently. As we’ve seen, the various regions of the brain 
develop in a different sequence in girls and boys and according to different timetables. 
You can’t customize a school for one sex without putting the other at a disadvantage 
any more than you can sing the same musical note both loud and soft at the same 
time. Andrew Hunter, a veteran teacher who has taught at coed schools as well as at 

single-sex schools, says that “teaching in a coed classroom is like teaching two classes at 
”13 

once. 

You can reverse this bad karma by separating the sexes. A boys-only French 
language class is remarkably different from a coed French class. In a coed French class, 
all too often the only boys who make any attempt to speak in a French accent are the 
geeks. In an all-boys language class, all the boys compete to see whose accent is the 
best. “There may be a subtle and invidious pressure towards gender stereotyping in 
coed schools,” says Mr. Hunter. “Girls tend to be cautious about going into subjects 
or activities which are thought of as essentially boys’ things, while in boys’ schools 
boys feel free to be themselves and develop, to follow their interests and talents in 
what might be regarded as non-macho pursuits—music, arts, drama.” Rick Melvoin, 
head of the Belmont Hill School (an all-boys school in Massachusetts) agrees. The all¬ 
boys setting “frees up boys from typecasting and stereotyping of what it means to be 
male.” Melvoin says that at his school, a boy who sings in the glee club or performs in 
a school play isn’t regarded as any less masculine than the boy who prefers playing 
football or soccer. Brian Buckley, an art teacher at the Roxbury Latin school, another 
all-boys school, has a similar perspective. “At the coed school where I used to teach, 
girls took the lead in art,” he says. “But here, boys are not intimidated. Many top 
athletes excel in art at Roxbury Latin.” 14 

Here’s the paradox: coed schools tend to reinforce gender stereotypes, whereas 
single-sex schools can break down gender stereotypes. There is now very strong 
evidence that girls are more likely to take courses such as computer science and physics 
in girls-only schools than in coed schools. 15 Boys in single-sex schools are more than 
twice as likely to study art, music, foreign languages, and literature as boys of equal 
ability attending comparable coed schools. 16 

The benefits of single-sex education go beyond academics. Consider for example 
the James Lyng High School, a public high school in a low-income neighborhood of 
Montreal. Five years ago principal Wayne Commeford reinvented his school as a 
single-sex academy. Girls were assigned to girls-only classes. Boys were assigned to 
boys-only classes. Since that change, absenteeism has dropped by two-thirds, scores on 
standardized tests have improved by fifteen percentile ranks, and the rate at which kids 
are going on to college has nearly doubled. That’s all well and good, but I want to 
share with you something that Mr. Commeford recently told me, something that 
hasn’t appeared in any news report on Lyng High, namely, that the rate of teenage 
pregnancy decreased dramatically after the change to the single-sex format: from an 
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average of about fifteen girls per year before the change to about two girls per year 
now. 

At every girls’ school I’ve visited, the teachers, administrators, counselors, and 
especially the students have all agreed on one thing: the rate of unwanted teenage 
pregnancy is much lower at their all-girls school than it is at any nearby coed school, 
public or private. Of course, at most schools it’s hard to say which came first, the 
chicken or the egg. Is the rate of unwanted teenage pregnancy lower at the girls’ 
schools because girls who wouldn’t have gotten pregnant anyway choose to attend all¬ 
girls schools? Or is there something about girls’ schools that makes teenage pregnancy 
less likely? The story of Lyng High suggests the latter. After all, the student body at 
Lyng High didn’t change, the curriculum didn’t change, the teachers didn’t change, 
and the school’s budget didn’t change: but just by changing to the single-sex format, 
the rate of teenage pregnancy dropped. 

Why is teenage pregnancy less likely when girls attend girls-only schools? You might 
guess that girls at girls-only schools are less likely to date boys; but that guess is likely 
to be wrong. The best research we have indicates that girls at girls’ high schools are no 
less likely to date than girls at coed high schools are. 17 My own observation is that girls 
at girls’ schools are more likely to go out on dates with boys, whereas girls at coed 
schools are more likely to hook up with boys. 

Remember what we discussed in chapter 6 about how young teens pair off. When 
teens at coed schools form romantic relationships, they do so less on the basis of 
individual characteristics and more on the basis of where the teenager stands in the 
clique. The most popular boy in the group goes out with the most popular girl, and so 
on. Think about the implications of that pairing off. At a coed school, your daughter’s 
boyfriend will be part of her circle of friends, the people she hangs out with. Her 
boyfriend’s friends become her friends, too. They all do stuff together, go places 
together. If her boyfriend dumps her, her whole social network is at risk. So if the 
other girls in her group are having sex with their boyfriends, it’s hard for her to say no. 
At a coed school, for a girl to say no to her boyfriend not only jeopardizes her 
relationship with her boyfriend, it jeopardizes her entire social identity at school. 

At a single-sex school, though, even if your daughter does have a boyfriend, her 
group of friends at the girls’ school is likely to be separate from the group her 
boyfriend hangs out with. Most of her friends at school may be only vaguely aware 
that she even has a boyfriend. They see that boyfriend maybe once or twice a month at 
parties, not every day at school. So it’s easier for your daughter to say no to her 
boyfriend. She has more autonomy over her sexual decision-making. It’s easier for her 
to contemplate life without the boyfriend. She knows that if she dumps her boyfriend, 
she will still be able to sit with the same girls at lunch, still hang with the same group 
during study hall. 
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Bottom line: for better or worse, girls at single-sex schools appear to have at least as 
many heterosexual relationships as girls at coed schools. But girls in single-sex schools 
have more autonomy in those relationships, and—as one result—are less likely to 
experience an unwanted pregnancy. 

“But we live and work in a coed world,” some critics respond. “If education is about 
training kids for the coed world, shouldn’t education be conducted in a coed 
environment?” Seems like a reasonable point. But consider the results of a fascinating 
study conducted in Northern Ireland. In some neighborhoods in Belfast, girls may be 
assigned either to a coed public school or to a single-sex public school. Two 
psychologists went to Belfast to study the self-esteem of girls at different schools. 
There were no socioeconomic or educational differences between the two groups. 
These researchers asked the girls all sorts of questions: Are you a good student? Do 
your parents have good jobs? Are you good at sports? Do you think you’re pretty? Do 
you have lots of friends? 

The researchers then correlated each girl’s answers with that girl’s self-esteem, as 
measured by a separate inventory. They found that at coed schools, you don’t need to 
ask a dozen questions to predict the girl’s self-esteem. You have to ask only one 
question: “Do you think you’re pretty?” If she answers yes, then her self-esteem is 
high. It doesn’t matter if she is failing all her classes, if her parents are out of work, if 
she’s no good at sports. If a girl at a coed school thinks she’s pretty, her self-esteem is 
great. Conversely, and more darkly: if a girl at a coed school answers no, then her self¬ 
esteem is low. It doesn’t matter if she is a straight-A student, if her parents have great 
jobs, if she is an ace soccer player. If a girl at a coed school thinks she’s ugly, then her 
self-esteem is in the toilet. For girls at coed schools, the most important issue is how 
you look, not who you are or what you can do. For girls at single-sex schools, self¬ 
esteem is a more complex product of school performance, social experience, family 
income, and other factors. Personal appearance is in the mix, but it’s only one factor 
out of many. 18 

Think about your own life, your own situation. I’m going to assume that you’re 
over twenty-five years of age. Is personal appearance important to you? Sure it is. But 
personal appearance is not the only factor determining your self-esteem—not if you’re 
living in the real world. If you look great but you don’t have a job, or any friends you 
can really count on, or a loving spouse or partner, then you’re not happy. Conversely, 
if you are overweight and don’t win any beauty contests, but you’ve got a good job, 
you’ve got friends who really care, and you’ve got fun things to do with your partner 
on the weekend, then life is good. In the real world of adult life, personal appearance 
matters, but it’s not the only thing that matters. It’s not the most important thing. In 
real life the most important thing is not how you look but who you are. In that sense, 
in the sense that counts, single-sex schools are more like the real world than coed 
schools are. 
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The Belfast study isn’t the first or only one to show that in the ways that matter, 
single-sex schools may provide better preparation for the real world than coed schools 
do. Johns Hopkins sociologist James Coleman made the same discovery forty years 
ago, interviewing students at single-sex and coed high schools in the United States. 
Coleman found that at coed schools, kids were most concerned with who was the 
best-looking, who was the most popular, and (for the boys) who was best in sports. He 
concluded that the adolescent culture of coed schools exerts “a rather strong deterrent 
to academic achievement.” When asked about their career aspirations, girls at coed 
schools daydreamed out loud about becoming a fashion model or an actress. Girls at 
single-sex schools talked about preparing for a career either in business or in the 
sciences. “It is commonly assumed that it is ‘better’ for boys and girls to be in school 
together,” he wrote, “if not better for their academic performance, then at least better 
for their social development and adjustment. But this may not be so. Coeducation 
may be inimical to both academic achievement and social adjustment. . . . Just putting 
boys and girls together in the same school is not necessarily the ‘normal, healthy’ thing 
to do. It does not necessarily promote adjustment to life. It may promote, as indicated 
by these data, /^/adjustment to life after school.” 19 


Beyond Pink and Blue 

I recently visited the Clear Water Academy, a private school in Calgary. In the fall 
of 2003 the school’s leadership reinvented the school as a dual academy: girls in one 
wing, boys in another. All classes and activities became single-sex—including the 
school band. 

During all the years that the school was coed, the trumpet players were always boys 
and the flute players were always girls. That didn’t happen because the band instructor 
told the boys to play trumpet and the girls to play flute. It happened because whenever 
girls and boys are together, their behavior inevitably reflects the larger society in which 
they live. In North America, boys aren’t supposed to play the flute—at least not when 
there are girls around. 

Once the school’s format was changed to single-sex, though, the gender stereotypes 
crumbled away. “If we’re going to have a band, some of you boys are going to have to 
switch to the flute,” the bandleader said to his woodwind players. Several boys 
volunteered. Likewise, a handful of girls offered to learn to play the trumpet. Had the 
band remained coed, it’s doubtful whether those girls would ever have taken up the 
trumpet or if any of those boys would ever have picked up a flute. 

Some of those kids are getting pretty good with their new instrument. Boys who 
choose to play the trumpet in a coed ensemble sometimes have difficulty 
understanding what ensemble playing is all about: blending the sound of your 
instrument in with everybody else. Some boys play their trumpet too loudly. On the 
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other hand, you often have to coax girl flute players to play their flute loudly enough. 

In the single-sex format, those gender-typical traits—which had been liabilities— 
become assets. Girls who play the trumpet are less likely than boys to try to drown out 
everybody else. Boys who play the flute don’t need much encouragement to play their 
instrument as loudly as they can. 

I was so impressed by what was happening at this Calgary school that immediately 
upon my return home, I ordered biographies of James Galway and Jean-Pierre 
Rampal, two of the greatest flute players of the past century—and both of them were 
men. Sure enough, both men learned to play the flute in all-boy ensembles: James 
Galway in Belfast, and Jean-Pierre Rampal in Marseilles. 20 Had those men been born 
and raised in North America and attended only coed schools, it’s unlikely that they 
would ever have touched a flute. And the world would have been poorer for it. 

We all want our children to grow up to be courageous and self-confident— 
attributes that are traditionally considered masculine. But we also want them to be 
nurturing, thoughtful, and good listeners—attributes traditionally seen as feminine. 
We want every child to grow up to be an adult who is comfortable expressing both 
feminine and masculine attributes, whatever is appropriate for the situation. The old- 
school social reformers of the 1970s believed that the best way to create androgynous 
adults would be to raise androgynous children. Looking back, we can understand that 
belief, but we can also see that it was naive and uninformed. The best way to raise 
your son to be a man who is caring and nurturing is to let him first of all be a boy. 
“You can’t be at home everywhere until you are at home rowtwhere,” Johnetta Coles 
said recently. 21 Once your son is sure of who he is, he’ll be more confident, more able 
to explore gender-atypical ways of learning and listening. Remember that boys who 
attend single-sex schools are more than twice as likely to study art, music, drama, 
foreign languages, and similar subjects than are boys who attend coed schools. 
Recently some have even suggested that boys who attend single-sex schools are better 
listeners and don’t try as hard to seem “macho” compared with boys who attend coed 
schools. 22 

In 2003 a group of distinguished scholars sponsored in part by the Dartmouth 
Medical School issued a report describing how girls and boys are hardwired to be 
different, and how our society’s neglect of gender differences has caused great harm. 
One out of four teenagers is at serious risk of not achieving a productive adulthood, 
according to this report. Half of our teenagers have used illegal drugs. Adults need to 
get serious about the question of gender, the report concluded. “The need to attach 
social significance and meaning to gender appears to be a human universal,” they 
wrote, and one that “deeply influences well-being.” 23 

These scholars acknowledged that many educators continue to view gender not as 
an innate biological characteristic but as a socially constructed role. After reviewing the 
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evidence, these experts concluded that such a perspecdve is “seriously incomplete.” 
Gender “runs deeper, near to the core of human identity and social meaning—in part 
because it is biologically primed and connected to differences in brain structure and 
function, and in part because it is so deeply implicated in the transition to 
adulthood.” 24 

The transition to adulthood. More than in any other realm, that’s where our society 
lets kids down. We offer our children no guidance about what it means to be an adult 
woman or an adult man. No other culture has ever abandoned young people making 
the transition to a gendered adulthood as completely as the twenty-first-century 
postindustrial societies of North America, Western Europe, and Australia/New 
Zealand. 

In traditional societies the transition to a gendered adulthood is a matter of great 
importance, observed with ceremonies and rituals that are markedly different for girls 
and boys—so the Dartmouth Medical School report observes. Female rites of passage 
“tend to celebrate entry into womanhood . . . For young women, many world rituals 
suggest that with menarche comes heightened introspective powers, greater spiritual 
access, and an enriched inner life. . . . Male rites of passage are often more punishing, 
typically involving suffering and endurance. Such rituals seek to help the boy connect 
with spiritual and mythic meaning and totemic sponsorship from which he will draw 
strength to control his own aggression and to direct it toward the pro-social goals of 
his community.” 25 

I’m suggesting that we need more single-sex activities that transcend the 
generations, for both girls and boys. But what would such activities look like? We 
can’t go back to the sewing circles of the 1930s. 

Remember Cyndi Lauper? She had some big hits in the 1980s, including “Girls Just 
Want to Have Fun” and “Time after Time.” Lauper recently told journalist Steve 
Inskeep that her singing was motivated by a desire to make a difference in people’s 
lives, to perform a public service in her own way. Inskeep responded, “When you refer 
to public service and trying to sing songs that make a difference in people’s lives— 
don’t take this the wrong way—but ‘Girls Just Want to Have Fun’ is not the first song 
that would come to somebody’s mind.” 

“That’s because you’re not a woman, Steve,” Lauper answered without hesitation. 
“[That song] was the first song with a woman who brought her mother into it and 
brought three generations of women together. It was the first time at a concert that 
you could go and see grandmothers wearing their rhinestones, mothers having their 
hair spray-painted on one side, and girls dressed up as little scary versions of me. 1 
brought three generations of women together under the guise of having a good time, 
which is not a bad thing. Because really and truly, it’s a practice, it’s a life practice to 
walk joyfully through life.” 26 
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Maybe a few of our cultural icons might follow Cyndi Lauper’s lead and offer 
single-sex concerts. We’re already seeing a resurgence of single-sex fitness clubs such as 
Curves. Religious communities are rediscovering the power of single-sex gatherings 
with groups such as the all-male Promise Keepers, although critics have expressed 
concern about the gender stereotypes promulgated by such meetings. 

One hundred years from now, scholars may look back at the disintegration of early 
twenty-first-century culture and conclude that a fundamental cause for the unraveling 
of our social fabric was the neglect of gender in the raising of our children—not only 
in our schools, but also in the disbanding of gender-separate activities across 
generations, and in the near elimination of single-gender communal activities: women 
with girls, men with boys. I wonder what those future historians will say about how 
long it took us to recognize our mistake, to recognize that gender matters. 

Hopefully the blinders are coming off at last. Our job now is to create a society that 
has the courage and the wisdom to cherish and celebrate the innate differences 
between the sexes while at the same time enabling equal opportunities for every child. 
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AFTERWORD 


This is an exciting time to be involved in the study of gender differences. In the months since Why Gender 
Matters was originally published, I’ve had the opportunity to talk with many teachers who are using the book 
as a jumping-off point for their own investigations into how girls and boys learn. The results have been 
fascinating. As Ron Wallace, then principal of the Clear Water Academy in Calgary, Alberta, told me, “It’s like 
the study of physics must have been after Einstein published his theory of relativity. So much that we thought 
we knew is now obsolete, and there are so many new questions that we have to explore.” Questions such as: Do 
boys learn better sitting down or standing up? The basic principle, as presented in chapter 5, is that the right 
kind of stress enhances learning in boys but impairs learning in most girls. Standing up is a mild form of stress. 
Three months ago I observed a public elementary school classroom in Waterloo, Iowa, where teacher Jeff 
Ferguson was leading a class of first-grade boys. Mr. Ferguson had made sitting optional in his all-boy 
classroom. One boy was sitting. The boy next to him was standing. The next boy was crouching under his 
desk, and behind him a boy was slowly twirling in circles. But all those boys were paying close attention to Mr. 
Ferguson. And all the boys were loving that class. One of the boys kissed his paper after he finished working on 
the assignment. A whole class of first-grade boys, absolutely in love with school. You don’t see that very often. 

I’ve seen other elementary school classrooms where teachers waste half the class time trying to get the boys to 
sit down and be quiet. In a coed class, the boys have to sit because girls would be distracted by boys crouching 
or twirling on either side of them. But—and this may surprise you—the boy who is sitting in his chair is not 
distracted by the boy who is crouching under the desk next to him. Of course, later on these boys will have to 
learn to sit in a chair. But why do we have to insist that all six-year-old boys spend all their classroom time 
sitting down? For many six-year-old boys, that’s just not developmentally appropriate. Teachers at an all-boys 
elementary school in Chicago told me last month that the performance of their boys improved “500 percent” 
after teachers removed the chairs from the classroom. “Young boys just learn better when they stand up. When 
they sit down, their brains shut off,” one teacher told me. 

Classrooms without chairs. That’s the kind of new idea which makes this an exciting time to be in this field. 

Gender differences made the headlines right around the time that Why Gender Matters was published, owing 
to some unwise remarks made by the president of Harvard University, Larry Summers. On January 14, 2005, 
Dr. Summers offered three reasons why there are so few women professors in subjects like computer science 
and physics. President Summers began by acknowledging that sexism probably plays some role—but he did 
not consider sexism to be an important factor. Second, he asserted that women make different lifestyle choices 
than men do. In particular (according to Dr. Summers), women with small children at home might be less 
willing to put in long hours at work than men are. 

If he had just stopped there, he might not have gotten into much trouble. But Dr. Summers went on to say 
that a third factor is at work specifically with regard to subjects like computer science and physics. The third 
factor, the esteemed professor said, has to do with innate differences in “intrinsic aptitude.” 1 In other words— 
according to the president of Harvard University— women just don’t have the brains to excel in physics. 

Had those same remarks been made by some other public person—say, by a conservative politician—they 
might have attracted little notice. But when the president of Harvard University says that women are innately 
less capable in science, a firestorm is sure to erupt. On the conservative end of the spectrum, commentators 
such as Linda Chavez and Cathy Young sprang to Summers’s defense. They suggested that because little boys 
prefer to play with trucks rather than dolls, boys are destined to be better at physics. They also invoked the idea 
that boys are more variable than girls: so just as mental retardation is more common among boys than girls, so 
too is genius more common among boys than girls (according to these commentators). 1 At the other end of 
the spectrum, the majority of the Harvard faculty of arts and sciences rose in anger to denounce their president. 
One Harvard physics professor said it was “crazy” to suggest any hardwired or innate difference between the 
brains of women and men.' 1 On the Ides of March, 2005, the faculty voted that Caesar must die: or at least, he 
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should resign. 4 

In fact, both sides of this debate got it wrong. The outraged liberals were demonstrably wrong on the facts 
when they asserted that there are no hardwired differences of consequence between male and female brains. But 
Dr. Summers was wrong to suggest that differences imply an order of rank. A knife is different from a spoon. 
That doesn’t mean that a knife is better or worse than a spoon. Girls and boys learn differently. That doesn’t 
mean that boys are necessarily destined to be better physicists— unless physics is taught in a way that gives 
boys an advantage at the expense of girls. 

One of the many relevant facts of which Dr. Summers was unaware is that girls attending single-sex high 
schools are far more likely subsequently to major in subjects like computer science and physics than are girls 
who attend coed high schools. 5 He also showed no knowledge of a classic study showing that women who 
attend women’s colleges are at least three times more likely subsequently to earn a Ph.D. in subjects like 
computer science and physics, compared to women who attend coed universities. Mount Holyoke College has 
graduated more women who have gone on to earn Ph.D.s in physics than Harvard has. 6 

If Dr. Summers were right—if women were innately less capable of learning physics—then it wouldn’t 
matter which type of school or college they went to. The fact that a single-sex school can improve girls’ 
performance in these subjects so dramatically suggests that the way physics is taught, not brain ability, is the key 
to understanding the underrepresentation of women in these subjects. 
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Historian Kim Tolley has shown that throughout the 1800s, girls routinely outperformed boys in subjects 
like physics and astronomy. During the same era, boys seemed more able to learn foreign languages than girls 
were. The differences in performance were enormous. Girls routinely outscored the boys by wide margins—70 
percent of girls passing compared with only 30 percent of boys passing—when girls and boys took the same 
physics exam. These differences were seen throughout the United States, in all social strata, from elite private 
schools to schools for orphans and Indians. The differences in performance were so universal—favoring girls in 
science, and boys in foreign languages—that educators in the 1800s had a saying, “Science for the Ladies, 
Classics for Gentlemen.” ^ 

What was going on? 

One part of the answer is that subjects such as physics and astronomy were taught very differently in the 
1800s, even when the actual facts being covered were the same as they are today. Force diagrams, and Newton’s 
laws, haven’t changed in the past 130 years; but the way those subjects are taught has changed dramatically. In 
the 1800s, the emphasis was on understanding : How is the universe put together? What laws govern the 


199 




movement of objects in space and on the earth? Learning physics was considered to be a way of understanding 
the mind of God, and therefore was seen as a pious activity suitable for young women. (Indeed, in the early 
1800s, physics was often referred to as “natural theology.”) Physics textbooks of that era showed adult women 
instructing young girls in the use of scientific instruments such as a telescope. The message of that picture, for a 
young woman of the time, was: “You belong here. Physics is an appropriate subject for you to study.” 


PHYSICS 

A LABORATORY MANI LA I 



Photograph © Karl Weatherly, 2005 


Contrast that picture with the typical photograph in a twenty-first-century physics textbook. The emphasis 
now is on extreme skateboarding, bullets, and bombs. There is remarkably little attempt to show any girl- 
friendly activities. If you’re a girl who’s not into extreme skateboarding and who doesn’t see the point of 
shooting an apple with a high-velocity bullet (see the picture below), the unspoken message conveyed by these 
pictures is: “You don’t belong here. Physics is about blowing things up. Physics is about extreme sports. If 
you’re not into that stuff, maybe you should take some other subject.” 



©The Harold S Esther Edgerton Foundation 2005 courtesy of Palm Press Inc 
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In math and science, it’s often possible to cover the same topic in two different ways: a girl-friendly way and 
a boy-friendly way. I gave one example of both approaches in chapter 5, in teaching Fibonacci numbers. 
Educational researchers Anat Zohar and David Sela found that the same is true of physics. Talking about 
bombs and bullets and collisions is a good way to teach physics to boys. And that’s the way it’s usually taught. 

A football guard with a mass of 100 kilograms, running at a speed of 2 meters per second, collides head-on with a 
quarterback who is standing, looking for a receiver. The quarterback’smass is 80 kilograms. Assuming a perfectly 
inelastic collision and frictionless flight after the collision, describe the motion of the guard and quarterback 
immediately after the collision. 

That works fine for boys. But Zohar and Sela found that simply plugging numbers into formulae was 
unsatisfying for most of the girls in the AP physics classes they surveyed. The girls were more interested in 
knowing why: Why, for example, is the formula describing the gravitational force between two objects inversely 
proportional to the square of the distance between them? Why isn’t it proportional to the cube, or the fourth 
power? 8 When you try to answer that question, you’ll find that you can teach physics without ever talking 
about football players or skateboards. You can start with questions like these, questions that focus on the why. 
The late Nobel Laureate Richard Feynman did precisely that in his introductory physics textbooks. You won’t 
find many bombs or collisions in the Feynman textbooks, but you’ll find lots of explanations for why the 
universe is made the way it is. You can teach physics either way, the Feynman way or the bombs-and-bullets 
way, with the same computational rigor; but it’s hard to teach it both ways in the same classroom, and if you 
emphasize one approach rather than the other, you favor one gender at the expense of the other. The most 
equitable solution may be to offer a girls’ class and a boys’ class. 

In the middle of the Larry Summers brouhaha, a group of Harvard women calling themselves WISHR 
(Women in Science at Harvard-Radcliffe) suggested that perhaps part of the solution might include offering 
science classes for women only. 9 The Harvard Crimson published a blistering editorial in response. 
Commenting on WISHR’s suggestion that women and men learn differently, and therefore might benefit from 
single-sex classes, the Crimson replied that “if that were accepted, then there ought to be special sections for 
women in every field, not just science. Indeed, we might as well return to single-sex education at Harvard. And 
Radcliffe.” 10 

Maybe bringing back Radcliffe wouldn’t be such a bad idea. 

President Summers has announced that Harvard will devote $50 million to encouraging women faculty to 
come to Harvard. 11 I am not optimistic that such a measure will accomplish much, aside from possibly cooling 
the fire of those calling for Larry Summers’s ouster. Last year, only 10 percent of high school seniors taking the 
AP examination in computer science were girls. 12 No amount of money spent by Harvard to hire women 
faculty away from other universities is likely to raise the percentage of high school girls studying computer 
science. What are needed are measures to encourage more girls to explore their potential, particularly in math 
and science. A wider availability of single-sex classrooms at the high school level might be a sensible place to 
start. 

Only a few days after President Summers made his inflammatory comments about women’s purported 
inability to excel in science, Mark Bauerlein of the National Endowment for the Arts, along with his colleague 
Sandra Stotsky, published an important article about what teenagers do in their spare time. Twenty years ago, 
many teenage boys used to read for fun. That may be hard for today’s parents to believe, but it’s true. That’s no 
longer the case, according to the NEA study. The gender gap in reading— favoring girls at the expense of boys 
—has grown from a small gap to a yawning chasm. “What was formerly a moderate difference is fast becoming 
a decided marker of gender identity: Girls read; boys don’t,” announced Bauerlein and Stotsky. They 
concluded that the neglect of gender differences in what girls and boys like to read is at least partly to blame. “The 
K-12 literature curriculum may in fact be contributing to the problem,” they wrote, citing data showing that 
“by the time they go on to high school, boys have lost their interest in reading . . .” Bauerlein and Stotsky see 
boys as victims of a feminized curriculum that has neglected the natural interests and inclinations of boys in the 
misguided pursuit of political correctness and “diversity.” 13 Huckleberry Finn and For Whom the Bell Tolls have 
been replaced by The Color Purple and Beloved. Ernest Hemingway has been replaced by Toni Morrison. It’s 
not a question of which author is “better.” Both Ernest Hemingway and Toni Morrison won the Nobel Prize 
in Literature. “Better” has no meaning unless you ask “better for whom?” Ernest Hemingway’s books are boy- 
friendly, while Toni Morrison’s books are girl-friendly. I’ve heard some teachers respond that we need to 
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stretch the boys’ imaginations, to encourage boys to read something that isn’t boy-friendly. But surely such a 
suggestion violates every rule of pedagogy. If a child is having problems riding a tricycle, putting that child on a 
bicycle is not likely to be helpful. If boys aren’t reading, assigning them texts that don’t fit their interests is 
likely to have the effect of driving them further away from literature, not bringing them closer in. 

The NEA survey highlighted one aspect of a much broader phenomenon: boys are disengaging from school. 
More boys are dropping out of school, and a smaller proportion of boys are going on to college. 14 Young men 
who do attend college are less likely to earn a diploma, and those men who do earn a college diploma are now 
less likely than women are to go on to graduate school. 15 At the graduate level, there has been a significant drop 
in the number of American men earning Ph.D.s in math and science, and American women have not stepped 
in to fill the breach. Looking at men and women combined, the number of Americans earning degrees in 
engineering has dropped 8 percent since 1990, despite the rising demand for engineers; the number of 
Americans earning degrees in math has dropped 22 percent over the same period. 16 

The gap is being filled by foreign students. In 2005 the majority of Ph.D.s earned in math and science at 
American universities were awarded to non-Americans. “One has only to attend the graduation ceremonies and 
see embarrassed provosts attempting to pronounce the names of the Indian, Chinese, Nigerian, and Middle 
Eastern students receiving higher degrees to realize what an impact these foreign students have had . . . Their 
presence has hidden the fact that fewer than half of those leaving our excellent graduate schools with higher 
degrees are American-born,” wrote James Gallagher in an essay suggesting that the decline in the numbers of 
Americans studying advanced math and science may adversely affect national security. 17 

Do you see the common element underlying these two stories, the Larry Summers story about the 
underrepresentation of girls in math and science and the NEA survey showing that boys no longer like to read? 
In both cases, the problem derives in part from a neglect of gender differences. Thirty years ago, teachers didn’t 
hesitate to recommend books on the basis of a student’s gender. Boys were encouraged to read Robert Louis 
Stevenson and Ernest Hemingway. Girls were encouraged to read Jane Austen, Willa Cather, and Carson 
McCullers. Today, such gender-specific advice is often labeled reactionary and stereotyped, if not downright 
sexist. But the neglect of gender differences does not break down gender stereotypes; ironically, neglecting hardwired 
gender differences more often results in a reinforcement of gender stereotypes. The end result of thirty years of 
neglect of gender differences is a generation of boys who hate to read. 

Parents and teachers need to be more aware of the new research we’ve considered in this book. Teachers 
must understand that girls and boys learn differently. Teachers must be given more opportunities to learn how 
to use gender-specific teaching strategies to get the best out of every student. If that happens, the odds are good 
that we’ll have more girls who excel in math and science, and more boys who love to read. It’s not too late to 
make a change. 
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Extra Material 

1. Exploring the Biological Contributions to Human Health: Does Sex Matter? Published in April 2001 by the 
National Academy Press in Washington, DC. See especially the discussion on pages 17-19, headlined 
“Defining the Terms Sex and Gender .” You can access the report at www.nap.edu . 

2. Anne Fausto-Sterling was one of the experts chosen by the National Academies to write this monograph— 
including the definitions of “sex” and “gender.” You may recall that Fausto-Sterling was the author of Sexing 
the Body: Gender Politics and the Construction of Gender (see note 5 in chapter 1). 
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3. My principal source for these questionnaires was Janet Boldizar’s paper, “Assessing Sex Typing and 
Androgyny in Children: The Children’s Sex Role Inventory,” Developmental Psychology, 27:505-15, 1991. 

4. See note 3. 

5. Donald McCreary, Doris Sasse, Deborah Saucier, and Kim Dorsch, “Measuring the Drive for Muscularity: 
Factorial Validity of the Drive for Muscularity Scale in Men and Women,” Psychology of Men and Masculinity , 
5:49-58, 2004. 
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1 We humans, like all mammals, hear because little “hairs” on cells in our inner ear are very sensitive to sound. 
Those “hair cells” wiggle when they detect a sound. That wiggling generates a subtle acoustic response, which is 
the transient evoked otoacoustic emission. 

2 The coach is an exception to this rule. It’s okay for boys to be friends with the coach—as long as the coach 
himself is a real jock, not a dork or a geek. 

3 College women may be just as interested in “pure numbers” as college men are. But few twelve-year-old girls 
are interested in disembodied numbers for their own sake. Remember the Virginia Tech study on sex 
differences in how the brain develops (see note 19). 

4 Actually, Ethan’s birth mother was Irish-American while Ethan’s birth father was a light-skinned African- 
American. Ethan was as much Irish as he was African. But in North America, if you have any African ancestry, 
our society labels you as African-American, period. 

3 If you think Web safety programs protect your child from pornographic or violent sites, you haven’t spent 
much time on the Web. The purveyors of these sites have figured out many ways to defeat those programs, 
such as inserting hyphens into words that the safety programs look for (s-e-x), misspelling words (sexx), or 
replacing letters with other characters (girls). 

6 When the breast is full, the first milk to come out is thin and watery. That’s the appetizer. Then comes the 
regular breast milk, the entree. Finally, when the breast is nearly empty, comes the high-fat hindmilk. That’s 
dessert. The hindmilk satisfies baby and puts baby to sleep. But, if Mom switches breasts during a feeding, 
baby and Mom have to start all over with the second breast. The result is that baby consumes more and is less 
satisfied. One breast per feeding, that’s the rule. 

7 Kagan calls these boys “highly reactive,” but that term can be confusing because in some circumstances these 
boys are shy, passive, and withdrawn while other boys are outgoing and assertive. 
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A SEMANTIC NOTE ON “SEX” AND “GENDER” 


Here is the official line on the correct usage of “sex” and “gender,” according to a 2001 monograph published 
by the National Academies: 1 

Sex is a dichotomous biological variable. Humans are either female or male. 

Gender is a continuous variable. Gender is socially constructed. Humans can be 
mostly feminine, mostly masculine, or anything in between. 


Those are the National Academies’ rules for using the words “sex” and “gender.” I have two problems with 
the rules. First, I don’t agree that gender is socially constructed. The monograph notes that there is wide variety 
within one sex with regard to individuals’ presentation of gender traits. Some men are more feminine than 
masculine; some women are more masculine than feminine. The authors of the monograph” conclude that 
because there is variation in gender presentation among members of one sex, gender must be socially 
constructed. 

That doesn’t follow. To give a blunt counterexample: some overweight men have large breasts. Most men 
have small breasts. Women also show substantial variation in breast size: some are large and some are small. 
The average woman has larger breasts than the average man, but there’s lots of overlap. The fact that there are 
large variations in breast size within each sex does not mean that the size of a woman’s breasts is socially 
constructed. Likewise, the fact that there are gender variations in other parameters does not mean that those 
variations are socially constructed. To some extent they may be. A central argument of this book is that for the 
past three decades, the influence of social and cognitive factors on gender traits has been systematically 
overestimated while innate factors have been neglected. 

The second problem I have with the rules is that they lead to confusion and ambiguity. Consider one 
sentence from chapter 6: “Girls often become more concerned with femininity as gender becomes more 
salient.” In that sentence I’m trying to convey the idea that in the middle school years, many girls become more 
aware of their female identity and more concerned with their own femininity. 

Now imagine the same sentence with “gender” replaced by “sex,” in accordance with the official guidelines: 
“Girls often become more concerned with femininity as sex becomes more salient.” The meaning is changed 
completely. Now the sentence seems to suggest that girls are becoming more aware of sex as in “sexual activity,” 
which is not what I was trying to say. 

In this book I have chosen whichever word—“sex” or “gender”—that seemed best suited in each context to 
minimize confusion and maximize clarity. 
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HOW FEMININE ARE YOU? 


Write down your answers to each of these ten questions. Then score your quiz. To find out how masculine you 
are, turn to page 268 for that quiz. Remember that feminine and masculine are independent variables: you can 
be feminine, or masculine, or both feminine and masculine ( androgynous ), or neither feminine nor masculine 
(undifferentiated). 

These quizzes are most accurate for North American children ages eleven through eighteen. 5 

The smell of musk is best described by which of the following words: 

When other people say nice things about me, it makes me feel good, 
true 

false: I really don’t care what other people say about me 
Endive is: 

I feel shy around new people . . . 

The color ocher is most similar to . . . 

A person might use a serger to . . . 

I try to make an effort to present myself as a cheerful person, even when I’m not 
feeling cheerful. . 

I can tell when someone else needs help . . . 

People can fool me into believing things that aren’t true— 

If someone I know feels sad, I . . . 

will probably feel sad, too, and will want to help them. 

will want to help them, but probably won’t feel sad. 

won’t feel sad, and won’t try to help unless specifically asked to do so. 


A) musty B) sour C) bitter D) pungent E) I have no idea 

A) something like grapefruit B) something like lettuce C) something like oregano D) something like broccoli 
A) often B) sometimes C) almost never 
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A) brown B) yellow C) green D) blue E) I have no idea 

A) tidy up the kitchen B) dust behind the curtains C) decorate a cake D) hem a dress E) I have no idea 

A) often B) occasionally C) seldom or never 

A) most of the time B) sometimes C) not very often 

A) almost never B) more often than I like to admit 

Scoring the Questionnaire 

Please remember: the point of these questionnaires is to help you understand that a person can be both 
feminine and masculine—or, for that matter, neither feminine nor masculine. These questionnaires may also 
help you see how a girl could be masculine, or a boy feminine. 

Add up your score: 

The smell of musk is best described by which of the following words: 

When other people say nice things about me, it makes me feel good. 

Endive is: 

I feel shy around new people . . . 

The color ocher is most similar to . . . 

A person might use a serger to . . . 

I try to make an effort to present myself as a cheerful person . . . 

I can tell when someone else needs help . . . 

People can fool me into believing things that aren’t true— 

If someone I know feels sad, I . . . 

Give yourself one point if you answered D, pungent. 

Zero points for any of the other answers. 

Give yourself one point if you answered A, true. 

Zero points for answer B. 

Give yourself one point if you answered B, something like lettuce. 

Zero points for any of the other answers. 

Give yourself one point if you answered A, often. 

Zero points for answers B or C. 

Give yourself one point if you answered B, yellow. 
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Zero points for any of the other answers. 

Give yourself one point if you answered D, hem a dress. 

Zero points for any of the other answers. 

Give yourself one point if you answered A, often. 

Zero points for answer B, occasionally. 

Subtract one point for answer C, seldom or never. 

Give yourself one point if you answered A, most of the time. 

Zero points for answer B, sometimes. 

Subtract one point for answer C, not very often. 

Give yourself one point if you answered B, more often than I like to admit. 

Zero points for answer A, almost never. 

Give yourself one point if you answered A, will probably feel sad, too. 

Zero points for answer B, will want to help them, but probably won’t feel sad. 

Subtract one point for answer C, won’t feel sad, and won’t try to help unless specifically asked to do so. 
Add up all your points (don’t forget to subtract one point if appropriate for answers 7, 8, and 10). 
Minus 3 to Plus 3: You are not feminine at all. 

Plus 4 to Plus 6: You’ve earned the Katharine Hepburn award: you are moderately feminine. 

Plus 7 to Plus 10: You’ve earned the Audrey Hepburn award: very feminine. 
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HOW MASCULINE ARE YOU? 


Write down your answers to each of the following ten questions. Then turn to page 270 to score your quiz. 
Remember that feminine and masculine are independent variables: you can be feminine, or masculine, or both 
feminine and masculine ( androgynous ), or neither feminine nor masculine ( undifferentiated). 

These quizzes are most accurate for North American children ages eleven through eighteen. 4 

When somebody has to take charge of things, 

I put myself forward more often than not 
I usually wait for someone else to take the lead 
Talking about cars, “camber” refers to 

the transfer of power from the transmission to the driveshaft 

the ability of the car to hold the road, to handle sharp corners without slipping 

the angle at which the tires intersect the road 

the delivery of fuel from the fuel injector to the engine 

I have no idea 

It’s easy for me to make up my mind about things, even before I know all the 
facts . . . 

If I have to do something I’ve never done before, I’d rather try to figure out how 
to do it on my own first, even if I have to work at it for an hour, before I ask 
someone else to show me how to do it. 

When I’m playing a game, I often get upset if I don’t win. 

I can get people to do what I want them to do, even when they don’t want to. 

I think I would look better if I gained ten pounds of muscle . 5 

When I’m reading, I prefer 

a quiet room, so I can concentrate better and not be distracted 

music or TV playing in the background, but not too loud. I don’t like it too quiet 
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I don’t care—makes no difference whether there’s noise or not 
Not applicable. I don’t read much 

If I want to do something, and a knowledgeable acquaintance tells me that it 
might be dangerous or risky, 

I’ll probably go ahead with it anyway 

I might change my plans 

Not applicable—I don’t usually do things that people would consider risky or 
dangerous 

I’m smarter than you would guess if you knew just my grades in school. 

A) most of the time B) sometimes C) not very often 
A) true B) false; I’m comfortable asking others for help 
A) true B) false 

A) most of the time B) sometimes C) not very often 

A) true B) false 

A) True B) False 

Scoring the Questionnaire 

Add up your score: 

When somebody has to take charge of things, 

Talking about cars, “camber” refers to 

It’s easy for me to make up my mind about things, even before I know all the 
facts . . . 

If I have to do something I’ve never done before, I’d rather try to figure out how 
to do it on my own first, even if I have to work at it for an hour, before I ask 
someone else . . . 

When I’m playing a game, I often get upset if I don’t win. 

I can get people to do what I want them to do, even when they don’t want to. 

I think I would look better if I gained ten pounds of muscle. 

When I’m reading, I prefer 


234 



If I want to do something, and a knowledgeable acquaintance tells me that it 
might be dangerous or risky, 

I’m smarter than you would guess if you knew just my grades in school. 

Give yourself one point if you answered A, I put myself forward more often than not. 

Zero points for answer B, I usually wait for someone else to take the lead. 

Give yourself one point for answer C, the angle at which the tires intersect the road. 

Zero points for all other answers. 

Give yourself one point if you answered A, most of the time. 

Zero points for B and C. 

Give yourself one point if you answered A, true. 

Zero points for B. 

Give yourself one point for A, true. No points for B, false. 

Give yourself one point for A, most of the time. 

No points for B or C. 

Give yourself one point if you answered A, true. 

Give yourself one point if you answered either C, I don’t care— makes no difference whether there’s noise or 
not, or D, Not applicable. I don’t read much. 

No points for A or B. 

Give yourself one point if you answered A, I’ll probably go ahead with it anyway. 

No points for B. Subtract one point if you answered C, I don’t usually do things that people would consider 
risky. 

Give yourself one point for A, True. 

No points for B, False. 

Add up all your points (don’t forget to subtract one point if appropriate for answer 9). 

Minus 1 to Plus 3: You are not masculine at all. 

Plus 4 to Plus 6: You’ve earned the John Ritter award: you are moderately masculine. 

Plus 7 to Plus 10: You’ve earned the Clint Eastwood award: you are very masculine. 
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10, 2002. Copyright 2002, American Psychological Association (Washington, DC). 


236 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 


My greatest debt is to the parents and children who have chosen me as their family doctor over the past fifteen 
years. It’s a great privilege to be a family doctor: an extraordinary intimacy to follow the same child from the 
newborn nursery through toddlerhood, through childhood and into adolescence. Because I’ve lived and worked 
in the same small town for fifteen years, some of the children I first saw as babies are teenagers now. I’ve seen 
the results of different parenting styles firsthand in two-thousand-plus children. If there’s anything useful in 
this book, it’s thanks most of all to the children and parents who have walked through my office doors over 
those years. 

Among teachers and school administrators, my deepest gratitude goes to Christopher Wadsworth, director of 
the International Boys’ Schools Coalition, for encouraging me to share what I’ve learned about differences in 
how girls and boys learn. I am also grateful to these educators whose specific suggestions and contributions 
made this book better: Trent Anderson, Douglas Blakey, Wayne Commeford, Deidre Cryor, Betsey Downes, 
Sr. Anne Dyer, Gerald Grossman, Poppy Keras, Gail Lewis, Richard McPherson, James Power, Angela 
Romano, George Smitherman, Dr. Peggy Stark, Daren Starnes, Christina Sullivan, Agnes Underwood, Amy 
Van Dragt, Sr. Anne Wachter, Ron Wallace, and Benjamin Wright. 

I sent chapters from this book out to many of the researchers whose works I cite. Thanks to Professor Simon 
Baron-Cohen for corrections and additions to my discussion of his extraordinary work with newborn babies. 
Kenji Kansaku, now at the National Institutes of Health, helped me understand his work on sex differences in 
brain blood flow and also provided me with references of which I had been unaware. Other academicians who 
offered correction and clarification include Shelley Taylor, Deborah Yurgelun-Todd, Barbara Cone-Wesson, 
Jerome Kagan, Pat Sexton, Edwin Lephart, Yasumasa Arai, and Marquis Vawter. Thanks also to Cornell 
professor John Bishop for providing me with unpublished data from his study of what’s “cool” for middle 
school girls and boys. 

Special thanks to my friend and neighbor Dr. James “Dee” Higley of the National Institutes of Health 
Primate Research Center. Dr. Higley has always been willing to lend an educated ear to my musings on gender 
differences and has clued me in to many sources in the primate literature of which I would otherwise have been 
unaware. When I shared some of this manuscript with him, he went far beyond the call of duty, asked to see 
more chapters, and provided suggestions for improving both the substance and style of the manuscript. 

Professor Sandra Witelson of McMaster University, one of the world’s leading experts in human 
neuroanatomy, was kind enough to meet with me personally to discuss sex differences in the human brain. We 
kept talking after we left the restaurant, and kept on talking, past midnight, in the hallway of our hotel. We 
didn’t stop until another guest came out to complain about the noise we were making. Professor Witelson truly 
helped bring my understanding of these complex issues up to speed. 

Three years ago I sent a proposal for a book about girls and boys to literary agent Felicia Eth. Over those 
three years, Felicia has been a knowledgeable guide, gently pruning here, encouraging there, always patiently 
waiting for my ideas to come to blossom rather than pushing her own. My editor at Doubleday, Adam Bellow, 
should get a prize for an extraordinarily careful reading of the manuscript and for many helpful suggestions on 
literary matters large and small. 

My mother, Dr. Janet Sax, inspired my interest in gender differences as a child, with stories across the dinner 
table from her pediatric practice about differences in girls’ and boys’ behavior. My father, Harry Sax, has 
encouraged me at every step of this project. 

Finally, many thanks to my wife, Katie, for tolerating the allnighters without complaint, and for always 
managing to look interested when I insisted on telling her the latest news about hermaphrodite birds. 


237 



About the Author 



LEONARD SAX, M.D., Ph.D., a graduate of MIT and the University of Pennsylvania, is a board-certified 
family physician, a Ph.D. psychologist, and the founder of the National Association for Single Sex Public 
Education. In addition to publishing many scholarly papers in a wide variety of prestigious scientific journals, 
he has appeared on the Today show, CNN, PBS, Fox News, NPR’s Talk of the Nation, the Voice of America, 
and many other leading news programs, to explain gender differences in how girls and boys learn. 


238 




BROADWAY 


WHY GENDER MATTERS. 

Copyright © 2005 by Leonard Sax. 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any 
form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, 
recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without 
written permission from the publisher. For information, address: 
Broadway Books, a division of Random House, Inc., 1745 Broadway, New 

York, NY 10019. 

Broadway Books titles may be purchased for business or promotional use 
or for special sales. For information, please write to: Special Markets 
Department, Random House, Inc., 1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019. 

BROADWAY BOOKS and its logo, a letter B bisected on the diagonal, are 
trademarks of Random House, Inc. 

Visit our Web site at www.broadwavbooks.com 

First Broadway Books trade paperback edition published 2006 

www.randomhouse.com 

elSBN: 978-0-307-41958-3 
v3.0_r2 


239 




